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      1. Whereas the spies and traitors known as the Royal Irish Constabulary are holding this country for the enemy, and whereas said spies and bloodhounds are conspiring with the enemy to bomb and bayonet and otherwise outrage a peaceful, law-abiding and liberty-loving people;


      2. Wherefore we do hereby proclaim and suppress said spies and traitors, and do hereby solemnly warn prospective recruits that they join the RIC at their own peril. All nations are agreed as to the fate of traitors. It has the sanction of God and man.


      By order of the GOC,


      Irish Republican Army


      Men like my father were dragged out, in these years, and shot down as traitors to their country. Shot for cruel necessity – so be it. Shot to inspire necessary terror – so be it. But they were not traitors. They had their loyalties, and stuck to them!


      Sean O’Faolain,


      Son of an RIC man.


      Vive Moi!

    

  


  
    Friday

    26 November 1920


    Word of the body had come from the wife of a shopkeeper in Ballycarleton. It was only a rumour, she had told the young RIC constable as he collected the barracks’ newspapers from the rear of her husband’s newsagents. But she hadn’t the heart not to pass it on. Imagine, she had said. Some poor soul lying alone in the gorse and the heather, in the wind and rain of late autumn. Unclaimed. A young woman, she had told the constable, her hand resting on his forearm, speaking quickly in a breathless whisper, eyes darting left and right lest someone should see her speaking to a Peeler. Just a rumour, mind. Passed on by the friend of a cousin who grazed sheep in the hills.


    The same hills where they were now searching. Eleven cold, wet men in the open back of a Crossley Tender. Acting Sergeant Seán O’Keefe of the Royal Irish Constabulary bumped shoulders with a Private from his escort of eight Essex Regiment soldiers out of Bandon. With him from the barracks were Constables Logan and Keane, O’Keefe only bringing the recently sworn-in Keane because it was he who had been given the tip on the body by the newsagent’s wife.


    The Crossley’s engine strained, gears grinding as it climbed a rutted boreen used by farmers and their livestock. O’Keefe scanned the landscape for any sign of the body. The squaddies scanned the sky for rain through the chicken wire mesh that shrouded the back of the Crossley. The chicken wire kept out grenades, but not the weather.


    O’Keefe knew the soldiers resented being there; dragged away from a warm fire to run escort for three Peelers searching for a body that probably didn’t exist. They smoked, cupping cigarettes in down-turned hands, their Lee-Enfield rifles resting between their knees. O’Keefe considered ordering a pair of the men to stand watch to the front and rear of the lorry bed, arms at the ready, but didn’t have the heart. He wasn’t sure the soldiers would obey a Peeler’s order

    anyway.


    Fifty-five policemen killed in the previous four months in Ireland. Forty-nine disarmed and countless others wounded, shot at and beaten. West Cork had been the worst affected in the country. The constabulary needed army escorts to move around the county and the army relied on the constabulary for local intelligence, but neither was willing to cede authority until something went sour. Until someone was killed on patrol or a shop was looted and torched, when suddenly it was the other lot who had been in charge. O’Keefe remained silent.


    Hills of deep green, mottled with rusty patches of dying bracken, clumps of spiny gorse and rock, and studded with grazing sheep, rose gently on both sides of the boreen. Halfway up the hill to the west were the abandoned remains of a small cottage, most of the structure’s rotting thatched roof collapsed inwards.


    ‘There! Down from the cottage, there.’


    O’Keefe saw it a second after Keane did. Rumour become truth, some two hundred yards up the hill to the west, to the left of the ruin. The sheer, fleshy whiteness of it. The black, rifling attention of crows.


    The soldiers followed Keane’s pointed finger, one or two taking up their rifles, assuming the young constable had spotted a sniper or party of ambushers. O’Keefe reached over into the cab, tapped the Crossley driver’s shoulder and the Tender squeaked to a halt. The men jumped off the tailgate, leaping over the ditch at the edge of the narrow track, fanning out in rough, defensive positions.


    O’Keefe followed them down from the Crossley and paused behind it, studying the landscape. It was an odd place to dump a body, he thought, even if it was left as bait for an ambush. The only places an attack could come from were the ruined cottage or the hilltop, where there was a ruck of wind-worn boulders that could act as a firing position. He would be exposed while he did his examination of the scene, but O’Keefe had seen far better ambush sites: bodies laid at bends in roads bordered by high blackthorn hedges and dry-stone walls; bodies left in front of derelict buildings, darkened windows nesting snipers. This felt different. He waved over the Essex Lance Corporal in charge of the escort. The man came slowly, ducking low in the ditch but in no hurry. He was a hard-looking man, a tracery of fine white scarring on one side of his face. O’Keefe guessed this wasn’t his first war.


    ‘The boulders there, and the ruins …’ O’Keefe pointed. ‘Can you send a few lads up to clear them? Maybe leave two in wide positions and a couple with the Lewis gun on the Tender. Doesn’t feel like an ambush, but …’ he felt a fool saying it, ‘better safe than sorry.’


    The Lance Corporal looked as if he might disagree, then shrugged and bellowed four names. The men received their orders and began to trudge up the hill while the Corporal set his remaining squad in positions facing north and south, up and down the boreen, with two men manning a Lewis machine-gun on the Crossley’s bonnet.


    A breeze cooled the damp wool of O’Keefe’s bottle-green uniform. Gooseflesh dimpled his back. Constable Keane jogged over and squatted beside him, gently setting an oiled leather camera case on the grass at the ditch’s rim. Not every murder scene in Ireland was photographed, but it was becoming increasingly common. Juries and coroner’s courts were requesting photographic evidence on a regular basis and O’Keefe, a keen amateur photographer, could not imagine examining a crime scene – particularly a murder – without his Kodak Box Brownie.


    ‘Will we head up, Sergeant?’


    ‘No,’ O’Keefe said. ‘Wait ’til those boys clear the area. The body’s not going anywhere.’


    Keane nodded, rummaging in his trouser pocket for a tattered paper bag of sweets. He held it out to O’Keefe, who shook his head.


    ‘Queer spot to leave it, all the same,’ the young constable said, palming sweets into his mouth and returning the bag to his pocket. ‘Have to lug the body a fair stretch to get it up there. And left in full view of the whole valley.’


    ‘No sense plugging someone if others can’t learn from it.’


    O’Keefe watched as the Essex scouts disappeared into the derelict cottage halfway up the hill. Moments later they re-emerged, signalling an all clear and O’Keefe continued to track them as they climbed towards the boulders at the hilltop, the soldiers moving in a loose group of four instead of spreading out and working around from each side of the crest. They ambled, upright, Enfields held loosely at their hips. Like Sunday hillwalkers, O’Keefe thought. Too young to have fought in the war or they’d know better. ‘Where’s Logan?’ he asked.


    Keane nodded back towards the Crossley. Constable Logan was leaning up against the lorry’s bonnet, pipe stem wedged in his mouth under the cover of a thick, white moustache. O’Keefe didn’t need to see his mouth to know that he was yarning to the soldiers. It was what Logan did. The man could talk paint off walls.


    O’Keefe could hardly believe the old constable hadn’t taken a bullet since the Troubles had started. Logan was from a different age of policing in Ireland. A time when a constable stopped for a natter with the people he served, for a hand or two of cards with the bachelor farmer, a short whiskey on a cold night patrol, a mug of tea and a look-in at the dairyman’s newborn calf. Now, O’Keefe reflected, we travel in packs and kick in the dairymen’s doors and hunt down their sons, while their sons hunt us. Logan had taught O’Keefe a lot of what had been good about the job in the days before the killing had started. He decided to leave him where he was, hoping that Logan would hear the shooting, if there was any, over the sound of his own voice.


    The four Essexes reappeared from behind the boulders and again signalled the all clear.


    ‘Right so, Constable.’ O’Keefe rose stiffly from the ditch.


    Keane picked up the camera case and took long strides up the hill, boots pressing a trail in the damp grass for O’Keefe to follow. As they climbed, O’Keefe took note of the ascent and estimated the distance from the Crossley to the body. The gradient of the hillside was enough to make a reasonably fit man break into a sweat. A fitter man than himself, he thought, the scar on his face tensing with the effort of the climb. He rubbed it with his palm. Like the Lance Corporal, O’Keefe had his own curio from the war: a dark-pink rope of knotted tissue, from under his right eye down to his neck. It played up when he was under physical or mental strain. If RIC regulations had permitted, he would have grown a beard to cover as much of it as he could. Instead, he wore a thick brown moustache, in a vain attempt to distract from what the war had left etched into his skin.


    ‘It’s a fair climb, Sergeant.’


    Keane was only twenty-two years old, a Donegal lad, six months in the police. He had sharp blue eyes, sandy blond hair under his peaked uniform cap and the wispy beginnings of his own de rigueur RIC moustache. He was an athletic, handsome, if shorter, version of the thousands of men who had clamoured to join the RIC for over a century. When the IRA had begun shooting RIC men, recruitment to the constabulary had understandably dropped. Out of necessity, age-old standards for height, girth, reading, writing and arithmetic had been relaxed, allowing men under five foot nine, such as Keane, to enlist.


    ‘It is,’ O’Keefe answered. ‘You’d reckon more than one to do the job – to haul it up there.’


    ‘And a motor,’ Keane said, ‘or an ass and cart to get the body up the boreen. Sure, the village there …’ the constable turned back from his climbing and pointed south-eastwards, ‘must be a mile or more away.’


    O’Keefe stopped and looked. The hamlet was clearly visible from where they stood on the hill.


    ‘Drumdoolin,’ he said. ‘Two of our lads were killed just outside it on cycle patrol last summer. O’Rourke and Cotton – good Cons, God rest them.’ Con. RIC slang for constable. O’Keefe had heard that con was short for convict in America. He enjoyed the irony. ‘They boarded up Drumdoolin barracks shortly after. Divvied up the men between Bandon barracks and ourselves. IRA burned the shell of it last Easter.’


    Keane shook his head but wasn’t surprised. It was all in the run of things for new RIC men and the rabble of Black and Tans brought in from across the water. Barrack mates shot in the face from behind stone walls, their guns and ammunition taken while they lay twitching and bleeding on the road. Men kidnapped from dance halls and executed by moonlight, their bodies dumped in bog holes or left on the wet cobbles of town squares as a warning to prospective recruits to the constabulary. Keane had never known West Cork when it wasn’t a place hated and feared by police-men.


    ‘You think the body had anything to do with the village?’ Keane asked, turning back and continuing to climb.


    O’Keefe shrugged and followed. ‘If it did, we’ll probably never find out. Sure, murder’s as common as rain round here these days. And no one knows anything about it, even when they do.’


    They reached the body and several crows flapped and rose from it, angry at the intrusion. Even then, it appeared as if one had refused to flee its roost on the body’s mid-section. Odd colouring for a crow, O’Keefe thought, or maybe it was a different bird altogether. Only as he moved closer could he see that it was not a bird covering the young girl’s hips and thighs.


    Keane blessed himself. ‘Jesus wept. Look at her …’ He swallowed. ‘Are those … feathers?’ The young constable turned then and vomited into a scrag of heather.


    While Keane finished retching, wiping his mouth with the sleeve of his tunic, O’Keefe reflected on his own reaction to the body. He felt a general, detached sense of sorrow and with this, a rising anger at the way the body of the young woman had been abandoned to the elements, but none of the horror he knew he should feel. In the war he had seen so much death in so many of its manifestations that it had ceased to shock him. Bodies turning to mush at his feet. Bits of shattered bodies leathering under a relentless Turkish sun. The body of his own brother floating face down in the water of a Turkish tide.


    But Keane hadn’t been to the war and O’Keefe wasn’t sure if the lad had been present at any of the recent shootings in the district. It was possibly the first time Keane had been close to a life destroyed by violence.


    ‘Are you all right?’


    Keane nodded and spat, turning away from the body.


    ‘If you feel poorly again, just head back down the hill. I can’t have the area disturbed by outside elements. Understood, Constable?’


    ‘I’m all right, Sergeant.’


    O’Keefe turned his focus to the victim. She lay on her back, naked and white against the grass, arms out as if awaiting an embrace, her legs spread wide, bent at the knees. Across her chest a crude sign on a piece of plank read TRATOR, the letters rendered in what appeared to be tar or black paint. O’Keefe crouched down and carefully lifted the plank. Under it, the right breast was missing. There was a similar gaping wound where the left breast should have been, but there was no blood on the body, almost as if it had been washed. Probably by the rain, O’Keefe reckoned and wondered how long it had been on the hill. There didn’t appear to be too much bloating, in the abdomen in particular, indicating sluggish decomposition or recent death. However, it had been cold the past few days, particularly at night. On the hillside, here, it would be colder again. There was no way of estimating time of death, O’Keefe realised, until the surgeon did the post-mortem. He lowered the sign and took in the girl’s face.


    The crows had been at her eyes and there was a pulpy mess around the sockets. There was also some wounding to the lips which O’Keefe assumed the birds had done, but could have happened during the violence that led to her death. Despite the injuries to the face, O’Keefe could tell that this had once been a beautiful young woman. She had a full mouth, straight white teeth, an upturned nose, long, dark lashes on her one undamaged eyelid, and a smattering of dark freckles on her high cheekbones. Her thick, brown hair was spread out around her head, a few stray strands around her forehead shifting in the gentle wind. He estimated her age to be late teens or early twenties.


    There was no sign of discarded clothing in the immediate area and it struck O’Keefe that the body had been deliberately arranged this way. Too much care had been taken in the positioning to be the random work of gravity or rigor mortis. The pose reminded him of the French picture postcards of whores or North African harem girls that soldiers had bought and traded during the war.


    O’Keefe lowered his gaze. The hips and pelvic area of the body were painted with tar and carefully covered with a profusion of feathers. At first glance these appeared to lend an element of modesty to the body, except that, on closer inspection, O’Keefe realised that the victim’s genitalia had been left open and exposed. Left on display, O’Keefe thought, stooping to examine more closely for obvious signs of sexual assault and finding none apparent.


    ‘She’s been tarred and feathered?’ Keane’s voice was a welcome intrusion.


    ‘She has, but not in any way I’ve seen before.’


    O’Keefe recalled other women he had attended in the district who had been tarred and feathered by the IRA. It was usually a slapdash affair – the woman held down while scalding tar was smeared onto her skin. Handfuls of feathers were then scattered over her as she writhed in pain. And almost always, the woman had her head shaved, marking her as a ‘whore of the Crown’ for having the audacity to keep company with soldiers or policemen. No, he thought, this was something different from the common branding of a woman as a collaborator or spy, despite the feathering and the crude sign laid over her chest. Informers were often shot and ‘labelled’. Spies and Traitors Beware. SPY – Shot by Order of the IRA. O’Keefe had seen the signs before, but never misspelled.


    He squatted again and placed his hands under the young woman’s left shoulder, lifting the body slightly, noting the purple stippling of the skin on her back, buttocks and the backs of her thighs. He made a note in his diary to ask the surgeon about this at the post-mortem, but he was fairly certain that this indicated that the young woman had been left on her back in the hours immediately following death. It would also mean that the body had been posed as it was after rigor mortis had left it. Otherwise there would have been greater evidence of lividity in the lower calves and heels owing to the downward slope of the hill. Pure speculation, of course. He would have to wait for confirmation. Before the shooting war had started, a doctor would have attended the scene of a murder, along with the assigned investigators. Now, O’Keefe thought, there was no doctor in the whole of County Cork who would risk his life to attend such a scene.


    Letting his eyes scan back up the body, O’Keefe noted a single pearl earring worn in the left ear and the ugly, purple-brown bruising around the girl’s throat. At least he wouldn’t need to wait for the post-mortem to determine cause of death. Asphyxiation by manual strangulation. The wounding to the breasts, he guessed, had been done after death. O’Keefe formed the assumption that the girl hadn’t been killed on the hillside since there were no marks in the earth around the body. Throttling someone to death was a brutal act, requiring strength and a relentless commitment. O’Keefe had seen it in the war and shuddered at the memory. Ammunition spent, bayonets still sheathed, men battering and strangling each other as if to repudiate all the savage advances of modern warfare. No, he decided – and scratched it into his diary – the girl had been killed elsewhere and brought to the hillside.


    He stood and climbed to the ruins of the cottage, some twenty-five yards away. Grey stone showed through the time-faded whitewash and O’Keefe had to stoop to enter the abandoned dwelling. Inside, he stayed to the left of the empty doorframe where roughly half of the thatched roof remained standing. Even in the gloom he could see fresh ashes in the fireplace and, in a corner, a makeshift table of rotting planks set on rocks from the crumbling wall. There was staining on the table, but it was difficult to tell what it was. Blood? He didn’t think there was enough of it to be from the girl, even if she had been mutilated after she was strangled. And there was no sign of any tar, feathers or a bird carcass in the room. Even if the killer had done his work here, foxes and the wind would have carried away any trace of the birds used; the tar, he imagined, the killer would have carried away in the bucket or tin in which he had brought it. O’Keefe imagined the cottage was used by local farmers as a shelter while they were tending their sheep and that there was no way of knowing if the murder had been committed within, but he decided to photograph the interior anyway, just to be safe. He had worked seconds and thirds on several murders in the past year and a half, but had never worked lead. He would cover his tracks. Photograph and measure, note anything and everything. Catch the devil in the detail.


    Returning to the body, he entered its location, the time of its discovery and the constables present at the scene in his diary, making a note to get the name of the Lance Corporal and his men later. Then he drafted a description of the body, making careful mention of the tar and feathering and the misspelled sign, the bruising at the throat and the deliberate pose. He described the body as facing east, towards the village of Drumdoolin. Without looking up, he asked Keane to get the tape wheel and measure off the distance from the boreen to the body and then from the body to the

    cottage.


    About ten yards down the hill, Keane stopped and turned back.


    ‘Sergeant, do you think I should get a blanket from the Tender to cover her up? It doesn’t seem right, her being … left out like that.’


    The young constable rose in O’Keefe’s estimation.


    ‘You’re right. Get a blanket from the medic’s kit. We’ll cover her after I’m done with the photographs.’


    Keane nodded and jogged down the hill to the Crossley.


    O’Keefe knelt beside the body and unpacked the camera. As he stood up, he had the uneasy sensation that he was being watched. He glanced down the hill at the Tender. The Essexes had stood down and were eating tinned rations and smoking around the Crossley. None of them paid him any heed. Unable to shake off the feeling, he looked up to the boulders at the crest of the hill. Above them slate-coloured clouds lowered in the sky, shunting, reshaping, exposing the odd blast of blue. He noticed a lone kestrel suspended on a shaft of wind, hunting, and remembered the old saying: Long before you’ve seen the kestrel, the kestrel has seen you. He gave the surrounding hills a final scan and saw nothing to account for his unease. Sudden motion. O’Keefe’s gaze shot back to the kestrel, the bird dropping from the sky on its prey like a mortar round, and ascending again, something small and dead in its talons.


    ***


    With the Lance Corporal’s reluctant help, O’Keefe had the body carried down the hill on a litter and organised a search of the hillside and boreen. He watched as the cold, tired soldiers lolled through the task in the desultory manner he had expected. Shaggy-fleeced sheep oversaw the search impassively until the soldiers came too close, then scattered, trotting a few yards away to safety.


    As they began loading the body onto the Crossley for the return to barracks, it suddenly became apparent how it had been brought to the hillside. Logan spotted it first. Not wanting to have anything to do with the body, he had strolled some yards away from the Tender and was filling his pipe when he saw the tracks.


    He called O’Keefe over. ‘You might want a gander at this.’


    Logan pointed to the side of the path, fifty feet behind the Tender. The earth in the ditch was churned and scraped from its bottom to its rim in two parallel strips. O’Keefe could picture the scene. A motor car, attempting to turn on the narrow path, its rear wheels rolling back into the rain-soaked depression; the driver spinning the wheels in an attempt to free the car but succeeding only in burying the wheels deeper into the soft, boggy earth. And on the opposite rim of the ditch, there were footprints, the earth heel-gouged where someone – the killer, O’Keefe would swear it was him – had attempted to shove the car free. The footprints, however, were indistinct, the topsoil too loose and loamy to hold a good impression.


    It was Logan again who spotted how the car had been shifted. ‘See here, Seán, how they done it, got the motor out.’


    Clear as day, O’Keefe thought. The car’s wheels spinning away the covering of loose earth on the rim of the ditch and digging down to the thick, black mud beneath. Impressed in this mud was the perfect negative image of a slat of wood. O’Keefe thought of the scraps of wood in the ruined cottage and the crude sign on the girl’s chest. Or perhaps the killer had the wood in the car already. It was common enough for motorists, particularly those outside the cities, to carry a plank or two of wood in the boot to aid them in their negotiation of the largely unpaved, and often muddy, roads of rural Ireland. Here, the wood had been placed under one wheel – there was only evidence on one of the two tracks – to give enough traction for the car to get over the rim of the ditch. The forward momentum would have taken care of the rest.


    Logan’s blue eyes smiled and his privet hedge of a moustache moved around his pipe stem. O’Keefe called to Keane.


    ‘Keane, get the camera kit. We need a shot or two of this.’


    The Essexes chorused a groan and lit cigarettes, slumping to the ground, reluctant to climb into the Crossley with the body until it was necessary. O’Keefe ignored them. He smiled back at Logan, the scar on his face tensing, something savage in the smile underneath the fleeting joy of discovery.


    ***


    The Crossley drew up in front of the barracks in fading daylight. Some fool of an official in Dublin Castle had been quoted in the Cork Examiner some months previously as saying that Ballycarleton RIC barracks was ‘as near to impregnable as any barracks in Ireland’. O’Keefe was sceptical of the claim and glad that it had yet to be tested.


    It was situated to the north of the town, on Macroom Street, between a feed warehouse and grazing fields owned by the local creamery. Across the rain-softened road from the barracks – a wide stretch with a water pump, trough and hitching post for horses in its centre – was the normal array of businesses found in any small Irish town: five pubs, a draper’s shop, grocery, solicitor’s office, newsagent’s, undertaker, cabinet maker, petrol pump and garage. A redbrick hotel built in 1904 towered above these establishments at the end of the thoroughfare.


    The barracks building was a sturdy, two-storey house set back from the road, with an attached yard, purchased for the RIC from the widow of a cattle dealer in 1886. There was room in the barracks for ten police to work and be billeted comfortably. At present, twenty-four men – a district inspector, head constable, two sergeants, nineteen constables and Tans, and a retired constable – resided in the building.


    Until Easter 1919, the building had been recognisable as a former domestic dwelling. It was built of solid grey stone, fitted with three windows on the first floor and two on the ground floor flanking the main entrance. However, recent events had transformed it into a fortress. Its windows were closed over with steel shutters, the outside world visible only through firing slits, called loopholes. A section of roof had been cut away and sandbagged so that a Lewis machine-gun could be fired from the barracks’ highest vantage point in the attic. The front garden was a tangle of barbed wire choked with ragwort and overgrown bramble.


    The main access to the barracks was through a solid steel gate operated by an armed sentry in a sandbagged post. This gate opened onto a yard of worn cobbles, the whole of which was enclosed by a ten-foot-high brick wall, festooned with more barbed wire. To the rear of the yard and forming the back wall, original cowsheds and stables had been converted into a garage, a cottage billet for two constables and a cold storage room for meat and produce. The cold storage room contained a recently installed refrigeration unit, paid for out of the District Inspector’s family coffers. It was here O’Keefe intended to place the body of the young woman until the post-mortem.


    The Crossley driver blasted the horn three times and waited. O’Keefe jumped off the tailgate and approached the sandbagged sentry post, finding it deserted. He slipped his baton from his belt and rapped on the gate, making sure he was covered by the bulk of the rumbling Crossley. As he waited, O’Keefe turned and cast an anxious glance at the row of houses and shops some fifty yards across the road. A lone, tethered horse dipped its head in the public trough. A woman carrying a basket of groceries hustled past the back of the Tender, avoiding his gaze. Dusk had arrived and there was a damp chill in the air.


    O’Keefe’s muscles tensed and his heartbeat jabbed at his ribs. He banged on the gate again, then slipped his baton back into his belt. He unholstered his Webley revolver, keeping it low at his thigh, and decided that he would have to discommode the soldiers once again. Approaching the passenger side of the Crossley cab, he asked the Lance Corporal to deploy his section about the Tender. The Lance Corporal smiled and elbowed the Crossley driver. Turning back to O’Keefe he said: ‘Why don’t you ask them your fucking self, Sergeant?’


    O’Keefe ordered the men out of the Tender. The men groused and swore, and one of them flicked a cigarette end dangerously close to O’Keefe’s face as he turned away from the back of the lorry. He would never find the man who had done it, but some bastard, he thought, was going to pay for the vacant sentry post. O’Keefe drew his baton again and beat a tattoo on the steel. He checked the road behind him for a second time, half-expecting a sniper’s bullet to snap out from behind lace curtains through the waning light.


    Keane appeared delighted with the chance to heft a loaded weapon in earnest and was hunkered down behind one of the Tender’s wheels. His special model RIC Lee-Enfield carbine was raised to his shoulder, aimed now at the windows across the muddy street, now at the horse lifting its head from drinking, hot breath streaming from its nostrils. Logan stood upright, lazily resting his carbine on the bonnet of the Tender while he continued a one-sided conversation concerning race-fixing in his home county of Mayo with a young, nervous-looking squaddie. O’Keefe slammed again on the shutter, thinking how Logan wouldn’t have lasted a hot minute in the war for all his blather.


    ‘Get the head down, Logan.’


    Logan waved O’Keefe’s words away with his pipe stem. ‘Ah sure, we’re grand as we are, Seán.’


    ‘That’s an order.’


    O’Keefe turned and was about to approach the front door of the barracks when the grating of metal hasps and lifting bolts stopped him, and the gate creaked open on its hinges under the power of a Black and Tan constable named Finch. O’Keefe waited until the Tender and the men were safely inside and the gates locked shut, watching as Finch accepted a light for his cigarette from one of the Essex soldiers. There was nothing approaching contrition or shame about the man. O’Keefe stepped forward, rage charging his blood. ‘You,’ he said to the Essex, ‘help them with the body.’


    Finch raised his eyebrows at the soldier and turned lazily towards O’Keefe.


    ‘Where were you, Constable?’ O’Keefe asked. ‘We were in full view in the street for the last five minutes.’


    Finch let smoke trail from a half-smile. He had a hard, thin face, dark eyes and at least two days of sandy stubble on his jaw. He was of average height – several inches shorter than O’Keefe – and on the thin side, but possessed the wiry strength and speed of a boxer. O’Keefe had often seen him sparring with his mates in the courtyard and had been grudgingly respectful.


    ‘I was in the jakes if you must know,’ Finch said. His accent was heavy Cockney. ‘Sitting out ’ere on watch and nowhere for a man to shite. Do me a favour, mate. And nobody fucking came when I called ’em.’


    O’Keefe noted the man’s uniform tunic was unbuttoned at the neck and dusted with cigarette ash. The Black and Tans wore the regular, dark-green uniforms of the RIC, but had acquired their name when they had arrived eight months earlier and there had been a shortage of full police uniforms. They had been kitted out with surplus army khaki tunics and RIC bottle-green trousers or, in some cases, the reverse. Some wit in Limerick had noted the similarity they bore to a local pack of hunting dogs – the Black and Tans – and they had been graced with the name. Many of these men – from England, Scotland and Wales – were war veterans. They had probably been brave soldiers, a credit to the Crown. It didn’t make them good police constables. Not by a long shot. Most Irish RIC men reckoned the Limerick hounds would have served better.


    O’Keefe holstered his Webley, deliberately fastening shut the holster’s clasp, unsure of what he might do if the gun was in his hand. ‘You’re aware, Constable, that in the army you’d be shot for quitting your post?’


    Finch dragged on his cigarette and exhaled a thin stream of smoke. O’Keefe noticed Logan and Keane and some of the soldiers from the Tender gathered on the cobbles to watch the dressing down. Finch appraised the crowd as well and smiled like a music hall man on the verge of a dirty punchline.


    ‘And you’re aware, mate, this ain’t the bloody army …’


    O’Keefe threw a sharp jab, crushing the cigarette butt against Finch’s lips, sparks showering the Tan’s tunic, the thap of knuckles on flesh and bone and tooth. Finch staggered back, bumping the sandbagged guard post, knocking down several of the bags, one of them bursting, bleeding sand onto the cobbles. He righted himself, wiping ash and tobacco off his lips, a claret trickle from his upper lip, smiling again, his eyes locked on O’Keefe’s. He brushed down his tunic and presented himself in a loose approximation of parade rest. ‘Right, Sergeant,’ he said. ‘Point taken.’


    O’Keefe held his gaze on the Tan for a long moment, his right hand on the butt of his Webley, then turned away, confident for the moment that, with the crowd present, he’d be safe enough showing the Tan his back. Over his shoulder he said, ‘Refill that bag and replace the others, Constable.’


    In reception, O’Keefe greeted the constable on barrack orderly duty – another Tan. He received a grunt in reply, the man never looking up from his days’ old copy of the Sporting News, his feet propped on a chair in front of the fire. O’Keefe considered hauling the man up but left it, stepping behind the reception desk and reflecting that, for all the fortress-like exterior that was Ballycarleton barracks, there was a paper thin structure within. Discipline and morale, once two words synonymous with the RIC – making it the model for police forces from Canada to Burma – had descended to the point where guard posts were left idle and sergeants thumped constables in full view of other men. His own morale, he thought, was hardly model, his discipline more habit than virtue. Discipline. He laughed to himself, thankful he had managed to avoid cutting his knuckles on Finch’s teeth.


    In the converted cupboard behind reception, he used the wireless to contact the British naval communications post at Bandon army barracks. They in turn would radio 6th Division HQ at Victoria barracks in Cork city, forwarding on O’Keefe’s request for the services of an army surgeon to perform a post-mortem examination on the body. It was an indirect process, but necessary. Dogs in the street knew that the telephone, telegraph and postal services were infested with rebel spies. Telephone operators were demons for gossip at the best of times. Since the shooting had started, this propensity had been pressed into lethal service.


    ***


    If Liam Farrell had been a better soldier, he never would have become involved in the case of the body found on the hillside.


    ‘You’ve done fine work in the Newcestown Company, Farrell. Fine work for the Cork 1st as a student as well. Grand fine work. But the flying column is a different pot on the fire.’


    Farrell was standing before Tom Barry in the kitchen of the O’Sullivan house. The O’Sullivans were an old republican family in the Ahilina area of West Cork and the elderly Mr O’Sullivan had taken many the whack of an RIC baton across his skull in the days of the Land League actions of the last century. He had purchased the twenty-acre farm in the acts of redistribution that followed the Land War. Now O’Sullivan allowed the land to be used as a safe house and training camp solely, it seemed to Farrell, for the purpose of having men around to argue with as to who were the greater Irish patriots – O’Sullivan himself and his few remaining Land Leaguer comrades or ‘ye new shower of fellas, not having mettle enough to cut down weeds and nettles’. The IRA men who used the house humoured the old man, telling him that things were only getting started; that soon there’d be much cutting done and it wouldn’t be nettles falling under the swing of their scythes.


    The house served that week as HQ for the 3rd West Cork Brigade IRA flying column training camp. Outside the house Farrell could hear a section of Volunteers marching drill. A lump rose in his throat. The past week he had been among those drilling, listening to lectures on tactics, practising close formation movement and rapid retreat, engaging in mock battles in the hedges, the furious clacking of dry-fired rifles like kindling taking light. It had been a week of what he’d always dreamt of: training to fight for his country, for the freedom of his people. And now it had come to this.


    Tom Barry – with his small dark eyes and oiled dark hair unruly on his forehead – served as Training Officer for the 3rd West Cork Brigade. He was in command of the exercise that week, despite the presence in the camp of Charlie Hurley, the Brigade Commandant, and Seán Brennan, Brigade Intelligence Officer. Both sat with Barry at the table.


    Had Farrell been thinking of anything other than his dismissal from flying column duty, he might have wondered about the presence of two high-ranking officers such as Hurley and Brennan, both in attendance at the passing out of a week’s training camp. The two of them in the same place at the same time was a risk. Raiding parties of British soldiers had twice come within two miles of the farm in the past week.


    ‘Mr Hurley … ’


    ‘Call me Charlie, Liam, for the love of Christ. How long have I known you, boy?’


    Hurley smiled at Farrell. He was a kindly man, despite his aggressive reputation, and seemed older than his twenty-eight years, a fine net of wrinkles about his eyes, flecks of grey in his light brown hair.


    ‘Charlie, I’ve been on two raids already. Ten revolvers, six Enfields and God only knows how many rounds of .303 and .455 from the ambush on that army section. And not a shot fired.’


    Barry cut in. ‘Probably a good thing that, going by your shooting.’


    Hurley smiled benignly at the interjection. Tom Barry was a harsh, intimidating figure. Farrell could picture him in the deserts of Mesopotamia, gutting enemy assassins with a trench knife, boxing street fighters from his regiment. The IRA viewed most former members of the British army as spies, informers. Many were shot and very few were allowed into the ranks of the IRA. Barry had been welcomed with open arms. Admired and feared by those who served with him and those who fought against him, at that moment Farrell felt only hatred for the man.


    ‘I … we all here recognise what you’ve done as a Volunteer,’ Barry continued. ‘But I need men who can shoot straight. Even with your specs on, Farrell, you came nowhere near to hitting any of the targets today from any range. Static targets. Sure, what would you do if they were moving?’


    Farrell was aware of his failings. His eyesight was poor and he was a slight, unfit twenty-one-year-old. The Lee-Enfield rifle was heavy and seemed a wayward, stubborn weapon for forging a nation. It refused the commands he gave it, kicked and bruised his shoulder, flung lead high and away from the paper targets pinned to hay bales on the firing range. Only four live rounds per man for musketry training. Given more, Farrell felt he would improve.


    ‘Charlie?’ Farrell could hear the pleading in his voice and shame warred with the desperation he felt. His face burned with it and tears welled in his eyes.


    Seán Brennan, who until now had been a silent observer, spoke. ‘You were reading law in Cork, Mr Farrell?’


    Compared to the rest of the men, Brennan – in his mid-forties – seemed ancient to Farrell. He had greying hair and the face and solemn demeanour of an undertaker.


    ‘Yes, sir. And I scouted for D Company, 1st Corks while I was at college. I gave up my studies last June to devote myself to the Volunteers. I went back to Newcestown and have been active since.’


    Brennan nodded and lifted a paper from the table, appearing to read from it. ‘You were in your third year?’


    ‘Yes, sir. But … ’


    There was a brisk knock on the door. Without waiting for an invitation to enter, two men Farrell had never seen before came into the kitchen. They brought in with them the cold and damp of late November along with an unkempt, wild smell, as if they’d been living rough.


    ‘Jesus, the cold of it. Would you not put on a fire, Tom? You’d think it was bullets you were burning, ye mean bastard ye.’ The man shed his filched British army field coat and tossed it over the back of a free chair. He then opened the breach and removed the live round from the box magazine of his Enfield, rolling the .303 round carelessly onto the table in front of Barry.


    ‘See,’ he said. ‘Nine more in the box. Count ’em if you doubt me.’


    Farrell was surprised at the easy familiarity with which the man spoke to Tom Barry. The IRA were more informal about rank and title than a conventional standing army, its members made up of lads who had been friends for years, had played football together, courted one another’s sisters and worked one another’s farms. Men were democratically elected to lead sections, companies and battalions. The trappings of rank were largely absent, and some officers were even elected out of command if their leadership was found wanting by their men. Still, it was unnerving to Farrell to see the returned stranger so undaunted by Barry.


    ‘It’s not bullets, but it’s not our peat and coal to burn either, Donal. You need to remember that when you’re billeting in the homes of the good people of Ireland, boy.’


    The man winked at Hurley across the table. ‘Well then, do you think the good people of Ireland would spring for a cup of tae for a man’s spent the last two days sprawled out in bog water on a hillside, Tom?’


    Hurley cracked a smile. Noticing Farrell, the man called Donal flicked a friendly salute his way. Farrell nodded in response, not feeling part of the banter, already outside it. He watched as the second man carefully removed his trenchcoat and a pair of field glasses from around his neck, hanging them both from a peg on the back of the kitchen door. He removed the live round from his rifle – an American-made P14 Enfield, fitted with a sniper’s scope – leaned it against the wall and pulled the last free chair up to the table. ‘Tom, Charlie,’ he said. ‘And Monsieur Brennan, still with us thank God. Make us a cup as well, Donal, if you can stop your messing long enough.’ He nodded at Farrell.


    The first man took the kettle from its hook in the fireplace, testing its heat with his hands. ‘Jesus, I’d like to, Mickeen, but you’d be hard pressed to make mud with this.’


    Barry sighed and smiled. ‘Farrell, would you fetch a few sods for the fire? I think I might just shoot Donal Cahill here if he doesn’t get his tea.’


    Farrell could have resented the order – one minute, firing an Enfield on the range and the next, demoted to fetching turf – but the spirit of the times presided against it. The truth was he’d seen Barry himself fetch turf and coal, and make tea for the men. Charlie Hurley was known for giving up his bed to men coming in from a long stretch of scouting.


    When he returned to the house, one of the Cumann na mBan girls was cutting thick slices of bread at the sideboard, slathering them with butter from the O’Sullivan’s larder. Barry was speaking.


    ‘… and they passed by the same time, each day?’


    ‘Same time, same road,’ the man called Mickeen Cope said. ‘Two lorryloads. Nine men in each and moving fast.’


    ‘Like hell’s own riders, by fuck – sorry Aoife,’ Cahill apologised to the young woman.


    Farrell placed the turf in a loose pyramid on the fire and stood to leave. He decided on a last appeal. ‘Tom, Charlie, I can do another camp.’


    Brennan spoke first. ‘There’ll be no need for that, Liam. We’ve other things we’ll be needing you for, boy. Sit down there and listen.’


    Farrell did as he was told while Brennan turned in his chair. ‘We’ll get our own tea, Aoife. Your mother will thank me some day for sparing your ears the injury.’


    When she had gone, the men at the table proceeded to discuss locations, numbers of men and armaments. Farrell remained silent, listening in as the other men finalised plans for an ambush he would never see. When this was done, Brennan turned to Mickeen Cope, holding his heavy-lidded eyes on the scout. ‘And what about the other matter?’


    Donal Cahill answered. ‘It was there all right, like the lad from the poultry house said. On the hillside, a young woman. Not a stitch on and labelled.’ He looked at the rising flames of the turf fire. ‘We didn’t touch her. I couldn’t have touched her if the Devil himself had given me the order. I don’t know what she done, boy, but it’s not right at all, how she –’


    Mickeen Cope cut in on Cahill, as if concerned he might say something he shouldn’t in front of Brennan and Hurley. ‘Peelers arrived shortly after we did. About noon, so my guess is word reached them a day or so after it reached us. They sent a party of tin hats up to the top where we were watching from but they never saw us.’


    ‘You didn’t shoot?’


    ‘Thought you wanted all your precious bullets back, Tom,’ Donal Cahill said, smiling.


    Mickeen Cope shot Cahill a harsh look. ‘There were too many of them. The whole area’d be too hot for the job on Sunday if we’d fired on them.’


    ‘How many were there?’ Barry asked.


    ‘Three police and eight soldiers. I’d say they reckoned on an ambush. They could barely fit the body in the Tender for all the boys they brought. They were Essex.’


    ‘And the Peelers were from Ballycarleton,’ Cahill said. ‘I recognised one of them. Lazy auld shite called Logan. Had me up years ago for snipping the tail off the Penforth’s bullock in pasture.’


    Brennan seemed to consider this, then turned to Hurley. ‘Charlie, are we sure none of ours did this?’


    Hurley shrugged. ‘You’re Intelligence, Seán. It’s ye root out the touts. Do we even have a name? Know who the girl is … was?’


    The two scouts shook their heads. ‘No, nor heard a peep.’


    Barry addressed Hurley and Brennan. ‘We’ve not shot any women yet, have we? Or do we now? We’ve been given damn all direction from Dublin on things like this. Forced to make up rules of engagement as we go along. For all we know, some locals heard she was informing and had her shot.’


    ‘She wasn’t shot,’ Cope said.


    ‘What do you mean?’


    ‘She was strangled, I think. And then she was cut, like.’ Mickeen Cope looked away, sipping his tea. He touched his chest to indicate where the young woman had been mutilated.


    His partner said, ‘Her throat was black and purple with the bruising, so it was. And her … her chest … butchered. None of ours could’ve done it, I’m telling you. Informer or not, no girl should be left like that.’


    Brennan stared at Cahill for a long moment after he’d finished, then turned to Farrell. ‘You’re to start in Drumdoolin, Liam. Seems the most logical place. They’re a useless shower, the Drumdoolin mob, but you never know what some lads might get up to. Talk to O’Higgins, the company commander there. He might know something. See can you get the girl’s name at least.’


    Donal Cahill pointed at Farrell with a crust of bread. ‘And you may ask them lazy dahs what in the name of God they’re using the six lovely Lee-Enfields we gave them for.’


    Hurley and Brennan smiled without warmth.


    Farrell moved to speak and Hurley raised his hand to silence him. ‘You’ve always been a clever fella, Liam. You read the papers. The people of the country may want a republic, but they’re hardly ready to tolerate strangling young women to get one. Do what Seán says. It’s now we need you.’


    Brennan took over. ‘You’ll billet with Stephen McGowan in Ballycarleton. He’s a solicitor there and one of ours. Works the republican courts outside of Macroom and Bandon alongside his normal Crown business. You’re his new clerk. We’ll get you set up with the proper cover tomorrow, the papers and all. The position will give you the freedom of movement you’ll need. Report to him after you’ve seen O’Higgins. Any questions?’


    Farrell thought for a moment. ‘What do I do if I find out what happened, who killed this girl?’


    Brennan looked to Hurley and then back at Farrell. ‘Just you get back to us, boy. We’ll deal with it from there.’


    ***


    A late dinner of cold beef and potatoes, smeared with a paste of chutney he’d found in a jar in the kitchen, lodged in O’Keefe’s stomach like a rebuke. He sat at his desk and lit a Player’s cigarette from a dented tin in his drawer, sucking in smoke as if it might calm the foulness brewing inside him.


    The letter was waiting for him on his desk. It was his first piece of mail in over a month that wasn’t an anonymous death threat or official missive. He picked it up, his stomach seeming to settle in anticipation of reading it. His sister’s handwriting.


    Posting a letter to a policeman was risky. For writing to your Peeler brother you could be marked as a spy. People had been shot for less. Women tarred and feathered. O’Keefe thought of the body out in the cold storage shed. He stood up from his desk and removed his damp tunic and undervest, pulling on a dry vest and thick cotton shirt.


    Two desks took up most of the space in the office, pressed against each other in the middle of what had once served as a child’s nursery. Most of one wall to the side of the desks was covered by a cork noticeboard papered with blurry photo-graphs of suspects and a fading, pin-scarred map of West Cork with Ballycarleton district outlined in red wax pencil. There was one window behind O’Keefe’s desk, its steel shutters silent now for lack of wind. Ashes were cold in the grate.


    It had been three months at least since he’d heard from Sally, his beloved older sister. She was thirty-one to O’Keefe’s twenty-nine and a schoolteacher in Balbriggan, County Dublin. The town had been sacked little more than a month before by Auxiliaries and Tans from Gormanstown barracks after a head constable and his brother – a sergeant – had been shot in a pub. O’Keefe had contacted Balbriggan barracks as soon as he had heard and had been assured that the school had escaped the burning and that Sally was fine. As long as she was safe, the whole of Dublin could burn. He opened the letter carefully.


    Dear brother,


    I hope this letter finds you well and in good health –


    Before he could read further, Sergeant Jim Daly crowded into the office, all bulk, bluster and pipe smoke. ‘Well now, Seán. Heard you found a wee girl on your travels.’


    Slipping the letter back into its envelope, O’Keefe watched Daly slump into the creaking wooden chair at the desk across from his own. Daly lifted his legs, then dropped his huge boots onto his desk, scattering weekly reports, mess bills and half-read issues of Hue and Cry – the constabulary newspaper.


    ‘Nineteen or twenty years old, I’d guess. In a bad way, she was,’ O’Keefe said.


    O’Keefe had been promoted from the exam pass list to acting sergeant when his predecessor, Sergeant O’Bannion, had been shot and wounded escorting a prisoner to Dublin. He had taken the sergeant’s exam before the war, back when he’d thought such things as rank and promotion mattered, and was as surprised as anyone when he’d been conditionally promoted in May 1920. His appointment to acting sergeant was dependent on there being no man of longer service or higher examination score available to take up the post in Ballycarleton. Six months later, O’Keefe was still in the job. No right-minded constable volunteered for a posting in West Cork. No more than they’d volunteer for a bullet.


    With the acting sergeant’s post came the first-floor office, shared with Sergeant James Patrick Daly. O’Keefe was as tidy as Daly was cluttered, but they had been friends for years, having patrolled the town streets and countryside of the Ballycarleton district before O’Keefe had gone off to the war. They were well used to each other’s habits.


    Daly shook his head and took out his pipe and tobacco from his tunic. ‘Poor thing. There’s a line off the wire for you, by the by. Surgeon’s coming Sunday. And look at this.’ He held out a day-old copy of the English Daily News. ‘There’s one for you now. The boyos are in the shit, so they are. Shot up a heap of His Majesty’s horses and donkeys up your way. Ambushed some supply wagons. You’d think the Shinners would’ve known better. No way at all to conduct a war, plugging drays. God knows the reading public won’t like it.’


    O’Keefe took the paper from Daly and read the story, then skipped to the editorial. Bad enough, it seemed to say, shooting Peelers and Tommies. Slaying innocent nags and asses was taking the conflict to a new and more barbarous level.


    He tossed the paper back onto Daly’s desk. ‘An outrage, I’d say.’


    Daly nodded, continuing to pack his pipe with Walnut Plug. ‘Should finish the IRA off for good. Lost the war with the reading public right there, the bastards. Heinous crime. No army can get on with proper killing with the papers shouting “heinous”.’


    ‘Heinous,’ O’Keefe repeated, thinking how, after the war in Europe, words had no way of matching the things men did and saw. The newspapermen used words they had no right to use. It was almost funny. None of the scribblers had landed on V Beach at Gallipoli. He lit another cigarette. None of the scribblers had seen the brutalised body of a young woman left on a hillside.


    He shunted aside the black train of thought and looked over to Daly. ‘Have you seen the bossman?’


    ‘I haven’t, though I can’t say I’ve looked.’


    O’Keefe rose and made his way down the hallway to the District Inspector’s office. Walter Masterson was in command of the three remaining barracks in the Ballycarleton district. There had been nine before the Troubles had ignited in earnest, but the more isolated of them had become impossible to defend from attack and had to be absorbed into the larger barracks. Masterson, in turn, was responsible to the County Inspector in Cork city.


    The job required that he be out of barracks often, visiting other stations on inspections and supply and manning matters, and reporting on these to the County Inspector. And yet the other two barracks in the district saw about as much of the man as O’Keefe and Daly did. As he’d expected, Masterson was absent from his office and O’Keefe returned to his own.


    Daly was leafing through O’Keefe’s patrol diary when he returned. ‘And you thought there’d be nothing up the hills there at all,’ he said.


    ‘Nothing but an ambush. Instead, we found the girl.’


    ‘She was labelled?’


    O’Keefe nodded. ‘T-R-A-T-O-R’.


    Daly exhaled a stream of pipe smoke. ‘All the schoolmasters are slinging Lee-Enfields these days. Spelling in this country’s going to shite and all for the sake of independence.’


    O’Keefe didn’t laugh and Daly didn’t expect him to.


    ‘The queer thing, though,’ O’Keefe said, ‘was how she was tarred and feathered. Only round her waist and hips. And left bare, down around her …’ He wondered how to put it. It didn’t seem right somehow, using any of the common vulgarities and yet, with Daly, it would have been just as odd applying the proper anatomical terms.


    ‘Country mile?’ Daly said, sliding the patrol diary onto O’Keefe’s desk. ‘Pair of feather knickers with the important bits missing?’ Daly rarely stood on the niceties of language.


    ‘Something like that. It seems too deliberate for your run of the mill “out the tout” job. The girl wasn’t shot, not that I could see. Throttled, it looked like. We’ll know for sure come Sunday, I suppose.’


    ‘Shinners are short of .303, so they say. Maybe she wasn’t worth the bullet?’


    O’Keefe considered it. ‘But she was worth strangling and butchering and stripping naked? Worth setting up on a hillside like a dirty picture?’


    ‘They’re not all monkish types, the Shinners. Sure, it’s well known there’s a few priests among them and, Lord knows, them padres do be up to all sorts.’


    Daly went to Mass with his wife and children any Sunday he could get home. And when he couldn’t get away, he attended in Ballycarleton, no matter that an RIC man had been shot entering church five miles away in Bandon just two months earlier. He was as devout a Catholic as O’Keefe was an atheist, but could never resist a jibe at the priests of the country. O’Keefe imagined that Daly confessed the jibes to his own priest, just for the opportunity to repeat them. A low-minded chuckle was always worth a few laps round the Rosary or the odd Act of Contrition.


    ‘Jesus, Jim. Only you’d find a way to link the priesthood to a sex crime.’


    And as he spoke, O’Keefe became convinced that what they were dealing with was just such a crime. Yes, the young woman might have been murdered for some political reason, some real or imagined slight against the Volunteers. She may have stepped out with a soldier or been seen coming out of an RIC barracks. Perhaps leaving a dancehall on a constable’s arm. But whoever had done the killing had done it in a sexualised way and O’Keefe was willing to bet he had enjoyed it.


    ***


    As a child he’d been told his father was away at the war, fighting the boars. He used to picture him in thick forest, fending off the charging beasts, tusks bared, his father with cutlass and revolver drawn. Like the picture on the painted sign hanging over the door of the Boar’s Head tavern.


    His father had been gone for less than a month when it started. At first, his mother used to ask him to go out and play while she and her friend talked about grown-up things. New friends, always with a bottle of something. Soldiers in uniform. Officers, gentlemen, some of them, she told him once, her new friends. Soon she began to forget about him, outside, alone in the dark and he took to sleeping in the hen shed when his mother entertained her friends. He found comfort there. Comfort in the musty, uric smell, in the guttural clucking and dry scratching of the birds. And there was fascination. Eggs dropping from the hens’ backsides, stretching the skin, pushed into the world under a garland of feathers.


    ***

  


  
    Saturday

    27 November 1920


    O’Keefe had slept fitfully, his usual nightmares infused with images of the dead girl on the hill. He rose finally – a fleeting ray of sunshine slicing through the firing slit in the steel-shuttered window – his fatigue bringing with it the resignation he felt about most things since his return from the war, the black cloud of negativity that blotted out hope. That cloud had momentarily broken the previous day, had been blown away by the anger he’d felt for the girl on the hill. But it was back now, sheer habit and force of will the only things driving him to complete his duties in the barracks and then set out for the village of Drumdoolin.


    The village sat at the foot of the hills they had searched the day before, hunkering in a valley and bordered by the Bandon river. It was a republican stronghold according to intelligence reports, boasting an active IRA company. To date, none of the company had been lifted for anything other than questioning, indicating that they were either very good or very lucky. Still, as O’Keefe approached the first of the village’s two pubs, he wished he’d brought more men with him.


    Constable Aaron Senior, DI Masterson’s batman, was more suited to parade and inspection than a scrap, and O’Keefe had been surprised when he’d volunteered to accompany him that morning. Thin, tidy, with dark hair and eyes, a weak, carefully shaven chin and a thin moustache, Senior was a cadet constable, a young man from a landed family accepted directly into the RIC as an officer. He was currently serving as a constable and would remain so until a head constable’s post became vacant. In the current climate, O’Keefe didn’t imagine it would be long before one came up, if the DI was willing to let go of his personal valet. Rumour had it their fathers were members of the same club up in Dublin. O’Keefe accepted Senior’s offer to accompany him because he couldn’t think of a valid reason not to.


    Also in attendance were Keane and Logan, who were waiting by the Ford in uniform, carbines hanging lazily over their forearms. O’Keefe paused before he entered the pub – O’Neills it said over the low door, in faded lettering under a moss-coated thatch. He sensed no danger on the bright Saturday morning. A scan of the street: barefoot children kicking a football against the gable end of the pub, women chatting in open doorways as they swept the steps of their cottages, another carrying a basket of eggs covered in a tea-towel, men leaning on gates, smoking pipes. All of them ignored Logan and Keane.


    In the end, it took him less than five minutes. His questions about the girl on the hillside resulted in one verbal response, from the publican himself – a balding man in a stained shirt and collar. ‘And what girl would that be you’re talking of, Sergeant? Sure, we’ve heard of none of our girls dead and lying in the grass.’


    Back in the Ford, Constable Senior said, ‘They were lying I suppose?’


    O’Keefe shrugged as Keane cranked the hand starter and the car coughed into life. Senior studied him. ‘Do you really think there’s any way to tell if people like these are lying or telling the truth. I hardly think they know themselves.’


    Keane climbed into the Ford and they pulled away from the pub, O’Keefe chewing over the meaning of Senior’s words: people like these. He could taste the disdain. To Constable Senior, ‘people like these’ were as distantly related to a man like himself as the apes of Africa. And by association, so were O’Keefe, Keane and Logan. Catholic. Irish. The IRA were fighting attitudes such as Senior’s every bit as much as they were fighting the reality of British rule. Their struggle was as much about equality as it was about independence. And where did that leave Catholic, Irish RIC men? It left them as targets, O’Keefe reckoned, as if every dead constable would make any single Irishman more equal, more free.


    ***


    When Major Thomas Mathew-Pare first met ‘O’, the man was performing surgery on a horse.


    A chap Mathew-Pare had met in the Dublin Castle officers’ mess – a secret serviceman he’d crossed paths with in Palestine – had commented that O bore a striking resemblance to a little, wicked, white snake. The secret serviceman had also told him that Ormonde had chosen his own codename on his arrival in Dublin. They’d had a good laugh at that one. O for Ormonde. Ormonde de l’Epeé Winter, an artillery man made Chief of Combined Intelligence Services. It seemed a proper War Office plan. When intel had dried up in Ireland to the point of being non-existent, appoint an artillery man to run the show. Nothing surprised Mathew-Pare any more.


    He had been summoned to Dublin Castle from where he had been staying for the last week in Beggar’s Bush barracks, keeping the head down, doing a spot of interrogation work for the Auxiliaries in return for their hospitality. The Auxies had got their claws into one of Mick Collins’ shooters, a lad who’d been involved in the massacre of Crown intelligence men the previous Sunday. At present the prisoner was being rested for further questioning.


    A young officer dressed in riding gear greeted Mathew-Pare at the entrance to the Castle stables.


    ‘Sir,’ the officer said, ‘would you be so kind …’ The man sounded worried. ‘Are you here to see the Colonel? Would you be so kind as to enquire after Milly, sir? My mount. She’s been in surgery for hours now and the Colonel insisted he knew what ailed her.’


    Mathew-Pare gave the man a kindly smile and assured him that he would enquire.


    Inside the stables, O had his shirtsleeves rolled up. He had supplemented the weak electric lights in the stables with several lanterns strategically placed around the stall where he was working. There was a stink of blood, paraffin and fresh bedding hay. O didn’t look up when he spoke. One of his hands held a surgical clamp, the other was inside the horse’s abdomen. ‘One of Henry Wilson’s boys, eh? I thought you lot caught a packet last Sunday, courtesy of Mr Collins.’


    Michael Collins’ Squad – his ‘Twelve Apostles’ – had put the lights out on most of them that Sunday. Seven members of Mathew-Pare’s Cairo Gang had been killed. They didn’t get all of them, though. Mathew-Pare and two others had been too good for even Collins and his boys. Later that day the Auxiliaries had killed fourteen spectators at a football match in Croke Park. It was claimed the dead were IRA men. Not that anyone, anywhere, believed that they were.


    ‘Not all of us, sir.’


    ‘I’d heard you’re a canny one.’ He twisted the clamp within the horse’s belly.


    ‘Lucky, sir. Allow me to introduce …’


    ‘One moment.’


    O reached his hand further inside the horse. His forearms were coated with blood. Mathew-Pare watched as he released the clamp and shifted it within the horse’s belly.


    Milly was laid on her side, an impressive bay, a noble splash of white on her brow. One of her hind legs was raised and suspended by a rope and pulley, allowing O access to her innards. She was a cavalry horse, Mathew-Pare assumed, having met her master outside – one of the army’s ornaments. Trench warfare had put paid to the notion of any more horses fighting His Majesty’s battles. Bit of a bother, sending a horse over the top of a trench.


    ‘There,’ O said. ‘No need for introductions. Wilson re-commended you personally. Had a gander at your file.’


    O continued to focus on his task, applying a spreader to the incision, cigarette lodged between his lips, a monocle in his right eye, squinting through the smoke with his left. He was a small, wiry sort, with thinning blond hair, a sharp nose and light-blue, hooded eyes. A wicked white snake. Mathew-Pare smiled to himself. ‘Very good, sir.’


    ‘Nasty business, last week,’ O said. ‘Bloody Sunday they’re calling it. Two fine men from the Royal Veterinary Corps caught it as well. Bloody shame. Shinner Intelligence not up to much, shooting vets in hotel beds.’


    ‘No, sir,’ Mathew-Pare said, thinking that Shinner Intelligence must be up to something, having plugged ten Crown spooks in their beds along with the vets. He kept this to himself. Instead: ‘I wasn’t aware of your skills in the surgical line, sir.’


    ‘Not many are. Bit of a hobby, veterinary medicine. Pastime, if you like. Came in handy in India.’


    ‘I’m sure it did, sir.’


    O worked in silence for some minutes before speaking again. ‘Thought you’d be best for the job, Mathew-Pare. Hush, hush job for the “hush, hush men”.’ He laughed through his nose, adjusting the spreader and widening the incision.


    ‘Job, sir?’


    ‘Yes,’ O said. ‘Not, however, what you might think. Bit of a cushy number this. None of your more sinister skills needed I shouldn’t think.’


    ‘Glad to hear it, sir.’


    ‘There’s been a small problem. Some bint, apparently. Isn’t it always? Found dead in the county of Cork. Most likely the Shinners. In fact, let’s just say it was the Shinners.’ O looked at Mathew-Pare for the first time since he’d entered the stables, light reflecting in the monocle.


    ‘Shinners it was, sir.’


    ‘Kind of thing that would play well on the mainland, don’t you think?’


    Mathew-Pare rode along with O’s line of argument. ‘Certainly would, sir. Play well, indeed.’


    ‘The “Murder Gang” angle pleases readers – notwith-standing the Manchester Guardian’s view of things. Repub-lican army? Rebels? Bloody corner boys with stolen Webleys, more like.’


    ‘Couldn’t agree with you more, sir. One outrage after another.’


    ‘Throttled the poor bitch to death. Cut off her tits. Poor gal left stark naked on a hillside. Sinn Féin outrage, I’d say.’


    ‘Sensational outrage, sir. And do we have any particular Shinners in mind?’


    ‘Any will do, just so long as it’s them. I’ve arranged for you to be assigned to the investigation. There’s a young acting sergeant in charge at the moment. Make sure he gets his man, will you?’


    ‘Yes, sir.’


    O grunted and reached once again into the horse’s abdomen.


    ‘I don’t …’ he laboured inside the horse, ‘… need to stress … the importance of this, do I, Major?’


    ‘No, sir.’


    With a clamp in his free hand, O reached deeper into the beast, twisting, manipulating. The clamp snapped shut, making an audible ‘click’ inside the horse. O carefully withdrew his hands, slick with blood, and stood back to admire his work.


    ‘There,’ he said. ‘That should about do it, eh?’


    Mathew-Pare watched as the abdominal incision dis-tended slightly, then widened as the spreader lost its hold, and the horse’s intestines spilled out in a steaming mass onto the hay-covered floor, sliding over and around O’s feet. The horse began to convulse, its eyes rolling in their sockets. Soon the animal went limp, expelling a last wheezing breath.


    ‘Will there be anything else, sir?’


    Ormonde de l’Epée Winter dismissed him with a bloody wave of his hand.


    Outside the stables, Milly’s master accosted Mathew-Pare once again. ‘Milly, sir. Did you …’


    Mathew-Pare couldn’t help himself. ‘Milly? Oh yes, Milly will be just fine. Right as rain.’


    ***


    At half-past six in the evening, O’Keefe came into the office after presiding over the routine interrogation of a patrol that had been fired at on the outskirts of Bandon. Only the Tender had been hit, a clean shot through the grill, forcing it to limp back to barracks spraying steam and boiling water from the radiator. He’d radioed Bandon, requesting an army patrol be sent out, but he knew that whoever had shot at the Crossley was long gone by now. The IRA man was probably sipping a pint in some pub, yarning about how he had plugged ten Tans with one bullet. O’Keefe didn’t have time for a pint or stories.


    He looked across at Daly, his feet up on the desk as usual. ‘You finish the provisions list and mess bills?’


    Much of any RIC sergeant’s day was spent on barracks’ paperwork. The rest was spent ensuring that the constables in his charge were doing their jobs, were in proper uniform and keeping up to date and legible in their patrol diaries. Often, O’Keefe felt that a copper’s job of investigating crime was secondary to signing chits once he’d been promoted to sergeant.


    ‘Now now, Seán,’ Daly said, puffing on his pipe. ‘That’d be telling, wouldn’t it?’


    ‘So you haven’t then?’


    ‘Course I haven’t. I’ve more important things, by far, to be doing than taking grub orders from that rabble downstairs. They may boil their fucking boot leather for all I care.’


    Before the Troubles, provisioning had been a simple task, most often done by the one or two unmarried constables who were billeted in the barracks, but since it had become unsafe for police to live in the towns and villages of Ireland, RIC sergeants were now charged with the requisitioning of food. This task was made more difficult by the general boycott against members of the RIC and their families, in place since 1918. Started by local Sinn Féiners in County Clare and approved the following year by the provisional Dáil government, the boycott had spread throughout the country. At first it had been only loosely enforced. The merchants who had done business with the barracks over the years had been reluctant to lose a steady source of trade and had continued to serve the police. But when a shop or two was burned out, most of the businesses began to comply with the order. Which is to say many of them continued to sell their wares to the police but discreetly, not serving them directly or delivering goods to barracks.


    This required the barracks to send men to the shops for provisions under cover of darkness and often under risk of ambush or sniper fire. It also required that the exact amount of money be left for goods taken, a concept lost on many of the Black and Tans.


    O’Keefe took out the previous week’s lists and mess bills. ‘Here.’ He slid them across the desks to Daly. ‘Just tick the same order as last week and get one of the Black and Scums to collect the money off his mates. I’ll get our lads later and a pair of them can make the run tonight.’


    ‘Collect from that shower? That’ll be a first. Sure, half of them are Scottish. Blood from a stone …’


    ‘And that’s coming from a Cavan man.’


    Pointing his pipe stem at O’Keefe, Daly said, ‘Careful with the money is a different thing from being mean with it.’


    ‘Some call it careful; others call it tighter than a gundog’s arse.’


    ‘I told you I’d buy you a pint, so I did …’


    ‘At my funeral. Give me the bloody sheet. It’ll be quicker if I do it and easier on the ears than listening to you moan about it.’


    ‘Well spoken, man.’ Daly slid the sheets back to O’Keefe.


    O’Keefe ticked items on the list. Bacon, corned beef, baked beans, milk, tea. ‘All these years I’ve known you, Jim, and I’m not sure you understand the concept of work at all.’


    ‘I understand I’m supposed to do it.’


    Rashers, sausages, ju-jube sweets.


    ‘Only lazy Cavan man I’ve ever met. Who put ju-jubes on the list?’


    ‘The young lad, Keane. And that’s untrue and you know it, Seán, about the work. Point of fact, I spent the entire afternoon drafting letters to our fellow members of the Police Federation so that – all justice being done – you, my good man, will earn more squodge for the work you do.’


    ‘Letters plural? Flour? Do we need flour?’


    ‘All right, letter singular. And no, no flour. Reams of it, there is.’


    ‘So you spent the day not working at trying to convince the brass to pay you more money for the work you don’t do? Was the cost of living allowance we got last month not enough to keep you and yours in the style accustomed?’ Cheese, bread, stout. O’Keefe crossed stout off the list. The men could buy beer for themselves.


    ‘Cost of living allowance? That’s what they called it. Nothing more than a getting-shot-at-allowance, that was. And that payment is non-pensionable, mind.’


    ‘You get shot at enough times, you won’t need a pension.’


    ‘The wife will want some reward for the work I’ve done when I’m gone.’


    O’Keefe smiled and shook his head. ‘If work were in bed, you’d sleep on the floor.’ Butter, brack, eggs.


    ‘Not at all. There’s more than sleeping done in bed.’


    Eggs.


    O’Keefe sat up and looked at Daly. ‘Do you remember, during the summer, that case – the woman who supplied eggs to Bandon barracks?’


    Daly rummaged in his pockets for his pipe, frowning in an effort to remember. Finding his pipe and plug, he said, ‘If she was selling eggs to the Bandon lads, why didn’t they take the case?’


    ‘Because she lives in our district. Murray worked it, I remember that. I was second on the Twoomy murder then with that chap from the Castle.’ Twoomy was an alcoholic ex-soldier from Ballycarleton who had been shot and labelled for informing. The case was still open, but nobody in the RIC had any illusions about it ever being closed.


    O’Keefe stood up and crossed the hallway to Head Constable Murray’s office. Murray had been gone from the barracks for more than a fortnight – though he had only taken a week’s leave to attend his father’s funeral – and O’Keefe wondered briefly whether Murray would mind him rooting through his files for the information he needed. He didn’t imagine the man would, but resolved to brief him when he returned to duty. If he returned to duty. It was becoming common for RIC men to head home for leave and never return. Some felt they had to be at home to protect their families, though O’Keefe reckoned that their families were probably safer without an ex-Peeler in the house. Some had been given assurances by the IRA that they would be safe if they resigned from the constabulary. Still others never made it home and were never found.


    O’Keefe located the file he was looking for in the second cabinet drawer. The egg-woman was named Katherine Sheehan. The IRA had warned her several times to stop selling eggs to Bandon RIC barracks and the British army post in the town. When she refused, two men had gone to her house and assaulted her. They had inserted a pig ring in one of her buttocks as punishment for aiding the Crown and Murray’s notes showed that he assumed, based on a doctor’s report which he had included in the file, that the woman had also been raped.


    Flicking through Murray’s notes at the back of the file, he read that the woman had refused to identify the men who had assaulted her, claiming she did not know them. He made a mental note to contact Bandon barracks in case they had received any intelligence on possible suspects for the crime but doubted that they would have. He closed the file, disgust welling inside him, competing with the shame he felt for how he and his constabulary had retreated behind the steel shutters and barbed wire of the barracks and allowed terror to reign in the county. A woman – one who did business with the RIC in a time when few would – attacked and violated for the crime of trying to put bread on her table and all there was in response was a file gathering dust in the back of an absent copper’s cabinet.


    He returned to his shared office and began to strip off his uniform. There was a small side room that served as a place to store files and in it O’Keefe and Daly had installed an army cot and dresser, each taking turns to sleep downstairs in one of the day rooms that served as billet for the men, while the other had the storage room cot.


    O’Keefe dressed in his civilian clothes – a grey woollen suit and white shirt with a dark blue tie. Inspecting the two collars he owned, O’Keefe found them frayed and yellowing. He couldn’t remember when he’d last bought a new one; before the war probably. He found one of Daly’s ironed white collars in a dresser drawer and put it on.


    ‘That’s right, don’t bother asking. Poor Muireann hasn’t enough to do with five whelps under her feet but to wash and iron collars for you to wear at your leisure. Go right ahead, son.’


    O’Keefe smiled. Daly’s wife was a Kerry woman he’d met when he was based in Tuckey Street barracks in Cork city. She had been caring for an invalid aunt, who had encouraged their courtship, telling Muireann she could do worse than hook a Peeler, what with the job for life, salary, pension and respectability the constabulary provided. That was in the years before the shooting started. O’Keefe wondered whether the aunt would still recommend a police constable as a husband to her niece. Given the times, a job for life in the constabulary might be a short one.


    Even so, O’Keefe imagined Muireann still would have married Jim. They were made for each other. She could be as scandalous in her own comments as he could and yet was as kind and patient as any wife of Jim Daly would need to be. When O’Keefe was recovering from his wounds and the almost inevitable blood poisoning that accompanied them, it was she who had visited him every day in the Army Hospital in Cork, a child or two in tow, another in her belly. It was she who kept him from falling back into the black pit of numbness, of terrors relived. He would never be able to repay her for the kindness she had shown him and she would never want him to.


    O’Keefe took his goggles from the press and hung them around his neck.


    ‘Bit dark for a spin,’ Daly said.


    ‘Just dark enough for one, you mean.’


    Daly smiled around his pipe stem. ‘You still look a right Peeler even in mufti, Seán. You could kit up in one of Muireann’s frocks and you’d fool no one at all.’


    O’Keefe put his arms through the leather straps of his shoulder holster, took his Webley from its belt holster and slipped it under his arm. Memory washed in. He had just joined up, the Royal Dublin Fusiliers, better known to soldiers as the Bluecaps. Late winter 1915, a pal of his – a Dublin lad from the tenements of the Liberties – had said the same to him. All copper, you are. Spot it a mile off. Feel like I’m up for something just lookin’ at you. A young man who’d known his share of coppers, O’Keefe would have trusted him with his life if he’d ever got the chance. The Liberties lad was shot as he stepped off the pontoon bridge after the River Clyde had grounded at V Beach, his reed-thin body sinking like a stone under sixty pounds of kit and rifle. He had never fired a shot in anger and his war was over before it had even started. Just like O’Keefe’s own brother, Peter.


    What was the lad’s name? Suddenly, it seemed crucial that he recall it. What in the name of Jesus was that fella’s name? Unable to remember, he tried to force the other memories back down. Rising memories filled with the bodies of dead men, stray rounds, shattered bone, mangled viscera. What was the fella’s name? Memories now leaking forth, diffuse and murder-red, like the blood in the water off V Beach, staining the hour, washing up with tides of random thought.


    Daly sensed the change in him. ‘Keep the head down, so.’


    O’Keefe shrugged on his trenchcoat and leather helmet. He nodded, not wanting to catch Daly’s eye, human contact somehow anathema to him when the darkness flooded in.


    Night pressed down as O’Keefe rode away from the barracks, wind battering his goggles, tugging at his scarf. His Triumph’s headlamp carved a clear path of light on the road ahead. He had bought the bike after the war with money an aunt – his father’s sister – had left him. O’Keefe had intended to use the small legacy one day as down payment for a house where he would live with a wife and children. But then the war had come and he had been foolish enough to volunteer. And so had Peter.


    When he got out of the Army Hospital in Cork, all he’d wanted to do was move. The faster the better. The Triumph Type H ‘Trusty’ motorcycle had seemed the best way there was. He’d bought it from a Milltown lad who’d got his leg blown off at the Somme.


    Already, the speed of the machine – the sound of the two stroke, pistons hammering, wheels spitting crushed gravel beneath him – had lifted his spirits. O’Keefe could sense more than see the sheep behind the hedges and bare stone walls. The wiry outlines of trees, shorn of leaves, bent near prostrate by westerly Atlantic winds in the glare of the half moon, now covered by cloud, now exposed. It was crisp, cold and dry. Perfect for an ambush. Too early in the evening yet, he hoped.


    Suddenly, on a slow bend, the glare of headlamps. A Crossley-load of Auxiliaries, roaring towards Ballycarleton or Macroom. O’Keefe let go of the breath he’d held as he passed them. They didn’t stop. Or shoot.


    All experienced combat veterans and all officers, the Auxiliaries had been brought over to Ireland on wages of a pound a day. They were to serve as an elite, anti-guerrilla force. Not for the Auxies the constraints of arrest or due process of law. They were feared and hated by republican and loyalist alike. O’Keefe assumed the lorryload that had passed was out of Macroom, billeted in the hotel there and, at present, officially running amok. Three weeks earlier the IRA had kidnapped two of their number. Their bodies had not been found. The Auxies, least of all, had no illusions as to their fate. No quarter given, none asked in return.


    O’Keefe shifted gear and accelerated, putting as much distance as he could between himself and the Auxiliaries. Five miles south of Ballycarleton, on the Timoleague road, he slowed and pulled the Trusty over in front of the Sheehan place. The house was typical of the area. An isolated, whitewashed cottage with a thatched roof, tucked under the dark shadows of the hills that rose steeply behind the small farm. Light glowed from two windows on either side of the front door.


    He shut down the bike and dismounted. Halfway to the woman’s door, a dog began barking. A cow lowed in its stall.


    ‘Who’s there? Show yourself!’


    Katherine Sheehan stood framed in the doorway of the cottage, light spilling out of the open door. She held an axe. ‘Come no further!’


    There was fear in her voice, but resolve too, as if she would use the axe if whoever was there came closer. O’Keefe stopped twenty feet from the house and removed his leather helmet and goggles.


    ‘It’s all right. Mrs Sheehan? My name is Sergeant Seán O’Keefe. I’ve come from the barracks in Ballycarleton. I got your address from Head Constable Murray’s file. I didn’t mean to –’


    ‘Nice of him to leave directions to my home in his papers.’ Katherine Sheehan lowered the axe.


    O’Keefe had never thought his visit might frighten the woman. He suddenly felt foolish. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Sheehan. I wanted … I wonder if I could ask you a few questions?’


    A young boy joined the woman at the door, wrapping his arms around her waist. She pulled the child closer to her.


    ‘I won’t be long, Mrs Sheehan. I know it’s a difficult –’


    ‘You know nothing, Sergeant.’ She set the axe inside the door and took the boy by the hand, leaving the door open behind them. ‘I’m giving the child his dinner.’


    O’Keefe stood for a moment on the stone path, unsure if he should enter.


    ‘Were you expecting me to bring your tea outside to you then, Sergeant?’


    The inside of the cottage was warm and smelled of boiled potatoes and cabbage, of lamp oil and turf smoke. The ceiling was low, inches only above O’Keefe’s head. A man of roughly O’Keefe’s own age was slumped in a chair by the fire, staring blankly at the glowing turf. Steam rose from the spout of the kettle hanging from its iron hook over the grate.


    ‘A fine evening,’ O’Keefe said to the man. ‘I’m Sergeant O’Keefe, out of Ballycarleton barracks. I hope I haven’t disturbed your evening, sir.’


    The man didn’t move.


    ‘Gerard can’t hear you, Sergeant. Gone with the fairies, he is.’


    The woman flashed a bitter, challenging smile, as if daring O’Keefe to mock the notion. Fairies, in this age of gunmen, motorbikes, telephones and long-range artillery shells that could blow a man into a million pieces so that his teeth became shrapnel. Fairies snatching the fit and healthy, leaving withered husks of men, women and children in their place. O’Keefe had lost his belief in most things, but he knew that farmers still ploughed wide, reverent berths round fairy rings in their fields. He had no mind to mock anything any more.


    Katherine Sheehan seemed to read his thoughts and softened a little. ‘Since the war. His body’s better but his head’s not right. God help him.’ She blessed herself.


    O’Keefe nodded. ‘There’s many came back like him. More than you’d think.’


    He had seen them in the Army Hospital, the ambling, weeping remains of men whose heads would never again be right, no matter what the doctors did or said. The fairies would never let them go, no matter the white horses ridden round the fairy mounds or all the gallons of yearling’s milk left on the doorstep.


    The woman waited for O’Keefe to say more and when he didn’t, she turned away. O’Keefe turned his eyes too, away from her husband at the fire. He noticed the cottage’s similarity to every labourer’s cottage he had ever entered. A wooden table draped with an oilcloth, the centrepiece of the main room in which he stood. A fireplace and next to it a cast iron range for cooking. To the right of this was a tall dresser filled with mismatched china, a wedding photograph in an ornate frame, a few books and a postcard of the sacred heart, and a paraffin lamp hanging from a beam, cast a gentle, yellow light on the room. There was a set of rough-cut stairs to the left of the fireplace, leading to a loft. Every inch of space in the cottage was used for living. He noticed last the cheap, framed print of the martyrs of the 1916 Rising on the bare, white wall beside the dresser.


    The irony of it, he thought: a country where a woman could revere the dead heroes of one vain uprising and then be assaulted by local ‘heroes’ of the same organisation several years later, because she had sold eggs to Irish policemen. Where was the logic in it? Where, for that matter, was the logic in his own desire for a home-ruled, independent Ireland and yet his taking a wage to hunt the men who thought murder was the surest way to achieve this?


    The woman’s child – small and delicate-looking, with a pale complexion and tousled blond curls – was dunking a crust of buttered soda bread in a steaming bowl of stew.


    ‘You’re a fine big lad,’ O’Keefe said to him. ‘And what age are you?’


    The boy lowered his head and continued to eat in silence. His mother busied herself at the range, shifting pots from one ring to another. ‘He’ll be five in January. He doesn’t talk much either, so he doesn’t. Not to strangers.’


    O’Keefe could understand why, if the poor child had witnessed his mother’s assault. He forced himself to smile. ‘I’d say he’s a divil running the fields and the hills. Fine life in the country for a young fella.’


    The woman turned to O’Keefe. She was younger than he had expected, not at all like the egg-monger he had conjured in his mind when he’d read Murray’s report. Katherine Sheehan was a fine-looking woman. Tall, with thick, light-brown hair pulled into a loose bun off her face, her cheeks flushed rose with the heat from the range. Good country stock, O’Keefe’s father would have called her and laughed as his wife scolded him.


    ‘Fine life,’ she said, ‘when his mother can put meat on his plate.’


    O’Keefe nodded, still standing, holding his helmet and goggles in front of him. There was a soft pop of turf from the fire and the kettle hanging there began to sing in a low whistle. ‘I was hoping to ask …’


    ‘When the boy’s finished his tea.’


    ‘That’s grand, Mrs Sheehan.’


    She looked hard at him again, a rigorous, assessing gaze that made his face flush. ‘And do you prefer standing to sitting, Sergeant?’


    He smiled at her, genuinely this time. ‘I’ll sit, so. Thank you.’


    Katherine Sheehan turned back to the range and returned with a bowl of hot stew and a hunk of bread. ‘You’d better be getting that in you while you’re waiting. You’re too thin to look a proper Peeler.’


    He ate with relish, his and the boy’s spoons against their bowls the only sound in the small kitchen. When the boy had finished, he disappeared up the stairs to the loft, a rabbit, O’Keefe couldn’t help but think, taking to its hutch. ‘I’m sorry about your husband …’ he began, feeling a sudden urge to tell her about his own brother. His throat tightened again and he looked away. Jesus, O’Keefe, what’s wrong with you, man? He clenched his fists under the table, searching for something to say.


    ‘Not as sorry as myself, Sergeant.’


    O’Keefe was silent for a moment. He cleared his throat. ‘Thanks again for the feed, Mrs Sheehan. Lovely, it was.’


    ‘It keeps the wolf from the door. Which is why you’re here isn’t it? Come to ask about the wolves who came to my door?’ Hands on her hips, direct gaze, proud stance.


    ‘I … yes.’ He took his notebook from his trenchcoat pocket and, as he did, the woman folded in on herself and collapsed into the chair across from him. She was exhausted. Any fool could see it, O’Keefe thought. What am I doing here?


    He wrote the date, time and location of the interview while Katherine Sheehan took a McIvor’s boiled sweets tin filled with loose tobacco from her apron and rolled a cigarette. She lit it then and exhaled at the ceiling. Women in the city smoked cigarettes. It was becoming more fashionable by the day, but countrywomen, if they smoked at all, did so rarely in front of strangers and usually then, they smoked a pipe. This woman’s smoking was bold, an act of defiance and O’Keefe had to stop himself from watching her.


    She slid the tin across to him. He smiled. ‘Thanks, I will. Must stop, but there’s always tomorrow.’


    ‘Why?’


    He looked up from rolling. ‘Why?’


    ‘Why would you bother stopping?’


    ‘Well, they’re bad enough for the chest.’


    ‘So are bullets.’


    He licked the paper. ‘So they are. I’m hoping not to catch one.’


    She studied him for a moment. ‘You have to think that, don’t you, Sergeant?’


    ‘Sure, the pay’s good,’ he said, lighting up.


    ‘Not good enough to die for.’


    He shrugged. ‘Somebody’s got to do it.’


    It was another common saying in the Peelers, repeated so often it had lost its meaning. It was used by men who felt, like O’Keefe, that there wasn’t much else they could do. He’d heard it during the war as well. Why take that beach, that hill, that trench? Somebody’s got to do it. One of those somebodys had been Katherine Sheehan’s husband. Another had been his brother.


    They smoked in silence, using the upturned tin lid for an ashtray. Katherine Sheehan stared into the fire and O’Keefe took the opportunity to study her more closely. She had clear blue eyes, long lashes, a long, strong neck. He could see where her dress had been mended. The stitch marks of the hard-working poor, he reflected. The thrift and fatigue. The meatless stews and early mornings. She yawned and O’Keefe watched her fingers go to her mouth. They were long and graceful, the skin hard and cracked from work around the smallholding. They were the hands of a pianist or a harpist under a sentence of hard labour.


    She held her eyes to the flickering firelight as she spoke. ‘So why come here, Sergeant – after curfew?’ She turned to him. ‘Looking for eggs for the barracks, are you?’


    ‘No, no. I need to ask –’


    ‘Questions. So you said.’


    O’Keefe looked down to his notebook, wondering where to start. He had Murray’s file on the crime tucked into the Trusty’s saddlebag. An apology was as good a place to start as any. ‘First, let me tell you how sorry I am about what happened. At any other time we would have been able to make an arrest. Find the person, the people, who hurt you.’


    He was indeed sorry. The RIC should have been protecting the people of West Cork. Policing. Instead it spent its days behind sandbagged gates and steel-shuttered windows or haring around the countryside in Crossley Tenders and armoured cars with carbines and army escorts, while decent people were left victim to thugs with stolen guns and pig rings.


    Katherine stubbed out her cigarette and rolled another.


    ‘At any other time, Sergeant, it wouldn’t have happened. My Ger would have told those bastards where to take themselves. He was a fine, strong man who took nothing from no one. You should have seen him before the war got through with him.’ She looked over to her husband. If the man had understood anything, he gave no indication. It was like having a ghost in the room, O’Keefe thought. She lit her new cigarette and turned back to O’Keefe, her voice growing in passion.


    ‘Any other time there would be no boycott and no cornerboys with guns to tell me who I can or can’t trade with. Young thugs who’d hold a woman down and …’


    There was real anger in her voice. Perhaps the terror of the crime had left her. The terror of memory replaced by rage. Perhaps she would help him. Perhaps she would let him help her.


    ‘Mrs Sheehan, I understand you’re –’


    ‘You understand, do you? Were you in the war, Sergeant?’ She reached across the table suddenly and touched the scar on his face. O’Keefe turned away and she let her hand fall to the table. He looked over at the silent husband, the man’s eyes still fixated on the low flames of the fire. He felt the heat of her fingertips where she had touched him.


    ‘Yes, I was. Gallipoli. With the Royal Dublins. Your husband?’


    ‘The Dirty Shirts. Royal Munsters. V Beach, they called it.’


    O’Keefe turned back to her. ‘I was there. He was lucky to come off it. A thousand-odd Irish lads didn’t.’


    ‘I wonder was he lucky? I pleaded with him not to go, that we’d be grand with the farm here.’


    ‘A lot of women told a lot of men the same thing, I’d say.’


    She smiled bitterly. ‘He said we could use the money and that the Kaiser couldn’t be running into the small nations of the world as if he owned them. Said it wasn’t right and that Irishmen needed to do their bit to stop him. And he believed Redmond when he said the Irish serving in the war would help bring Home Rule to Ireland. Fool that he was.’


    O’Keefe nodded but said nothing. He imagined the man might have half-believed the reasons he’d given.


    ‘The truth was Ger never liked the farming. He loved town and the fairs and the hubbub of the city. He’d been to Dublin and came home saying there was no place on earth like it with its bustle and life.’ There were tears in her eyes now. ‘The truth was we were not enough for him – myself and the boy. That man wanted to see the world. And he saw it, so he did. Saw too much of the world.’


    ‘Many men did, Mrs Sheehan. Saw every ugly bit of it.’


    There was a flash of intensity in her eyes. She leaned for-ward and wiped her eyes with her hands. ‘What was it like, Sergeant? On that beach. What was it like?’


    It was his turn to stare into the fire. Memory rose up and lapped at his consciousness. Turquoise sea turned red with blood, fading to pink with the shushing tide. Bullets like a hailstorm, Turkish machine-gun rounds so thick in the air, you could see them. Men face down in the water, floating, rising and falling with the gentle heave of the surf. Good men torn to pieces. Men half in the water, half in the boats or on the pontoon bridge leading them to the shore from the River Clyde. Curious sharks beginning to nose the dead in the blood-dense water. His brother …


    ‘What was it like?’


    The room had closed in on them, the woman’s husband lost to distant violence, leaving the woman and himself alone with the dying fire and the pain of a war nearly two years finished but never really finished. The two of them bearing the scars of it.


    ‘Mrs Sheehan, how many men came here that night?’


    ‘Please,’ she said.


    Her husband had closed his eyes and looked as if he were dozing. Suddenly, the fever of wanting to know left Katherine Sheehan and she leaned back in her chair. ‘Sergeant, why are you here? What does this have to do with anything – what happened to me? Sure, they’re shooting two of you Peelers a week. Shot dead that poor sergeant going into Mass in Bandon. If you can’t catch the boys killing your own, why do you give a tinker’s about the ones who hurt me? I’m a “traitor” after all. I should be dead by rights, shouldn’t I, Sergeant? I should consider myself lucky.’


    Lucky, O’Keefe thought. The woman was right: some-times it wasn’t the ones who lived who were lucky. But the woman had her son; that was something.


    ‘I’m here because I found a young woman on a hillside yesterday.’


    ‘A girl on a hillside. Not so lucky then, was she?’


    He looked hard at her. ‘No. She was dead. Left there exposed for anyone to see. Someone had hurt her too, Mrs Sheehan. And I want to find the men who hurt her – who murdered her.’


    ‘And you think it might be the same men?’


    ‘I’ve no idea. But I’ve nothing else to go on.’


    ‘And so you thought you’d start with me.’


    ‘I thought there might be a connection. The Volunteers don’t usually harm women.’


    ‘Making me one of the lucky few.’


    It occurred to O’Keefe then that the woman might be unhinged. The loss of her husband’s sanity, of her livelihood, the violation she’d suffered – these had been just enough to bear without the likes of him coming into her house and asking her to relive it all.


    ‘How many men were there, Mrs Sheehan? You could help me.’


    She stood and walked over to the range, taking a pan from one of the cold rings and placing it in a basin of water on the floor. Then she turned back abruptly to face O’Keefe. Her voice wavered.


    ‘Two men. Do you know how to pierce a pig’s nose, Sergeant?’


    ‘I –’


    ‘You take a long needle and you scorch it against infection. Did you know that? But sure, a pig’s worth more than the likes of me. They didn’t bother with the scorching.’


    ‘Mrs Sheehan –’


    ‘And then you hold the pig down, Sergeant. Two men, sometimes three for a big sow, one that fights, and drive that needle through the flesh, just run it out the other side so there’s a clean hole for to hang the ring.’


    She was growing frantic. O’Keefe felt the same at times and his heart could bled for her. He stood up.


    ‘Mrs Sheehan, you don’t have to –’


    ‘Why don’t you call me Kate, Sergeant? Those boys did, when they held me down and put a needle through the flesh of my backside. Kate, they said, you like that, Kate? You need to do what you’re fucking told, first time round, Kate, they said.’


    The anger left her then and she started to weep. She gathered her apron in her hands and covered her face.


    ‘Mrs Sheehan …’


    ‘Go,’ she said. ‘They’re not the same men at all. Away with you, out of my house.’


    There was nothing he could do for her at that moment. He looked to her husband then, still unmoved, eyes closed, a thin tracery of spittle on his chin reflecting the firelight. O’Keefe left her with her memories, closing the cottage door gently behind him, her demons still loose and roving the hills and villages. She has her son at least, he thought, kicking the Trusty to life, adjusting his helmet and goggles. She’d keep going for him. But what did he himself have? What hope? A meagre one at best – catch the bastards who had killed the girl and left her on the hillside. Maybe find the men who had hurt Katherine Sheehan. Show the woman that justice hadn’t gone entirely from Ireland. It had just lost its way for a time.


    ***


    Liam Farrell went to O’Sullivan’s cowsheds to sleep, but found it impossible. Despite his promotion to Intelligence under the command of Seán Brennan, his gut still ached at his expulsion from the flying column. In the sheds he listened to the preparations the men around him were making in the lantern-light – cleaning rifles and loading rounds into magazines, smoking, chatting, giddy with anticipation of combat. Three young men said the Rosary. When he could take it no longer, he got up and sat by a friend of his from home.


    Diarmuid O’Shea looked up at him. ‘Well, Liam, heard you’re in with the bossmen now. First feckin’ off to college and now joining the top dogs at the table. Secret missions and all, boy.’


    Farrell shook his head and offered him a cigarette. ‘Not something I went looking for. Wish to God I was going with you fellas. Tear the arse out of the Auxies.’


    O’Shea caught the note of bitterness in his voice. ‘You never know, Liam. They could tear the arse out of us, so they could. You could be lucky sure, not going at all.’


    ‘Do you really think that will happen, Diarmuid? And would you trade places with me?’


    O’Shea ran the cloth cleaning plug through the barrel of his Enfield one last time. Farrell wondered was it one of the guns they had taken from the coastguard station, together with the Kilbrittain lads, the summer before. O’Shea was two years younger than him. Back then, he had looked up to Farrell, followed his lead, as Farrell followed that of the older lads. But O’Shea had proven himself to be a fierce and loyal Volunteer in his own right, able to walk tens of miles of countryside in any weather, fervent, cheerful and alert on odd hours of snatched sleep, while Farrell had been away at college. How soon things changed, Farrell thought.


    ‘No, Liam. I figure we’ll paste the Auxie bastards and then Lloyd George and the King and the whole shaggin’ lot of Peelers, Tans, Tommies, Auxies, spies, traitors, touts, taxmen, magistrates and fuckin’ friends to the Crown will all feck off home, boy, and leave us to run our own affairs. That’s what I believe.’ He pulled on his cigarette. ‘And no, I don’t think I’d want to trade places with you for the world. No disrespect, sir, but you officer lads make me nervous.’ He shot Farrell a mock salute.


    Farrell smiled sadly. ‘I’m no officer, Diarmuid. Just a failed gunman.’


    ‘You wait.’ O’Shea clapped him on the shoulder. ‘You were made for it, boy. Dishing out orders, poring over maps and all.’


    ‘Sure, going by what Tom Barry thinks, I could hardly see what’s on them. What’s more, Diarmuid, no matter how soon the Brits feck off and leave us to the running of Ireland, there’ll always be a taxman.’


    ‘You’re not serious, Liam.’


    ‘If you don’t get yourself shot, sure you can sign up for a tax collector’s job in the new republic.’


    ‘And you can get a lovely new pair of specs on your IRA pension. Quick, Liam! How many fingers?’


    ‘I’ll give you fingers, boy.’


    Diarmuid laughed and began loading .303 rounds into the Enfield’s box magazine. Each man on the ambush would carry thirty-five rounds. Thirty-five rounds Farrell would never fire for the liberation of his people. O’Shea stood, held out his hand and pulled Farrell to his feet. Without letting go, he pumped his friend’s hand. ‘Liam, I wish you were going. You know that, don’t yeh?’


    Farrell’s grasp was hard and firm. ‘Just plug one of the bastards for me, Diarmuid.’


    O’Shea fired off another mock salute as he left the shed, his precious Enfield slung over his shoulder like he’d been carrying it all his life. Farrell watched him leave, his chest tight with longing and envy.


    ‘Farrell.’


    Startled, he turned to the voice. Farrell knew Seamus Connors from his time at University College in Cork. Connors had been studying medicine, though Farrell could hardly have imagined a more unlikely man to succour the ill or help bring new life into the world. He was tall and gaunt, with pale skin drawn over knife-sharp cheekbones and dark, deep-set eyes that seemed to soak up and extinguish light. He had the welt of a recent wound on his forehead.


    Connors had been two years ahead of Farrell in his studies, but he too abandoned them for the cause. He was a younger son from a large farm and, like Farrell, the first of his family to attend college. But all similarity between them stopped there. Connors was a gunman through and through. Most of the medical students who joined the IRA were used as medics. But Connors, it was discovered early, had a gift. And his gift was taking life, not saving it. It was rumoured that he had shot seven, some said up to ten, soldiers and policemen. He had been a member of the 1st Cork City Brigade’s heavy boys. People said that he had just returned from Dublin, that he’d been working for the Big Fella himself and that Collins had wanted him as member of his Squad, but that Barry had convinced him there’d be more fighting done in West Cork. Farrell had also heard that Connors had fired the shots in the Cork City and County Club which killed Lieutenant Colonel Bryce Ferguson Smyth, Munster RIC Divisional Commissioner.


    But though they knew each other, Farrell and Connors had had no contact within the camp that week. Connors socialised little, being silent and sullen by nature.


    ‘Seamus.’


    Connors gazed unblinking at Farrell. It was a habit he had and Farrell wasn’t the only man in the Brigade unnerved by those eyes. Then Connors asked bluntly, ‘What do you know of the girl they found on the hillside?’


    For a second, Farrell was taken off guard. He hadn’t really thought much about the girl in the past few hours. And then two things struck him. The first was: how had Seamus Connors come to hear of the matter? Farrell knew that his demotion – or promotion, depending on one’s perspective – was common knowledge within the camp, but at no time had he mentioned the girl on the hillside to anyone. He had taken it as a given that her existence and his orders to investigate her murder were not fodder for camp gossip. Brennan himself had impressed upon Farrell the importance of dis-covering if a fellow IRA man had been responsible for her

    death.


    The second thing that struck Farrell about the question impressed him as the more sinister by far: why did Connors want to know? Unconsciously, he answered Connors’ question with one of his own.


    ‘And what have you heard, Seamus? Have you heard anything yourself, man?’


    Connors’ eyes narrowed. Instinct dictated that Farrell hold his gaze, keeping on his face an expression that strove to appear neutral, unchallenging.


    ‘You were promoted, so you were. Lieutenant Farrell is it now?’


    Farrell nodded. ‘For all it means, I was, Seamus,’ he said, realising that, although he was younger than Connors and despite the man’s lethal reputation, he was now Connors’ equal in rank and thus not obliged to share operational details with him unless ordered to by someone of higher rank.


    ‘Intelligence?’ Connors said, as if reading Farrell’s thoughts.


    ‘The Spooks and Question Men, Seamus.’ Farrell smiled, as if he were making a joke of it, all the time aware that as a Corkman himself, Connors understood innately that there is nothing so serious as a joke. He returned Farrell’s smile, his angular features unmoved by the effort.


    ‘You’re good ones for the questions, you law boys, so you are. You know I heard you speak one time, back at college? For the Law Society. A debate on physical force republicanism. You remember it, Farrell?’


    Farrell did remember it, but not what side he took or how he had performed. ‘I think I do, Seamus, but –’


    ‘You were good at the auld questions then, Farrell. Tore strips off the other fella. Had even me thinking there was no use for force in the cause of freedom. That to use it was to lower ourselves to the … how did you put it? Something about how we’d be drowning with the Crown in the same pool of blood? And that our hands would be stained red, much the same as our oppressors. You remember that speech, Farrell?’


    He didn’t remember what Connors had quoted but, embarrassingly, they sounded like his words. His face reddened. But then, that had been years ago, before all hopes of Home Rule had been so thoroughly abandoned. Before he’d been searched and beaten by foreign soldiers, lads younger than himself, on the streets of his own county town. Never mind that he’d been assigned his position in the debate on the House’s motion through the toss of a coin. He could have, Farrell reminded himself, not without pride, just as convincingly have argued in favour of physical force republicanism had the King’s head landed up instead of down. Anger, stoked by vanity, rose in Farrell’s chest.


    ‘I take it you didn’t much care for my argument, Seamus?’


    Connors appraised Farrell coldly. There was something so outside the bounds of normal human interaction, Farrell thought, to stare so directly at another person. Then Connors’ lips twitched, as if he could look into Farrell’s head – into his heart – and was amused by what he saw there.


    ‘Sure it was only a debate, Farrell. One side against another. Could have been tennis. A sport, like. You must think we’re not up to much intellectually, us medical boys, as to take a law student’s empty words as anything but the heap of shite they are. I knew you were spouting, Farrell. Of course I did.’


    ‘I never thought you didn’t, Seamus. I was only –’


    ‘Pay no mind Farrell. If I’d thought you were serious I would have put you first on my list for a bullet when it all kicked off. But sure …’ his lips twitched again, no light in his eyes, ‘… we’re on the same side now boy, aren’t we?’


    ***


    Returning from Katherine Sheehan’s house, O’Keefe entered Ballycarleton barracks through the rear door that opened onto the stable yard, and headed downstairs to the kitchen in the hope of a cup of tea. The kitchens were located on the lower ground floor of the barracks, across the hallway from a short corridor of four cells and a small day-room, which some of the more enterprising young constables and Tans had converted into an exercise room. There was always a set of barbells and a medicine ball around the barracks, even in the days before the men had been forced to billet in, but Ballycarleton now had a weights bench, exercise cycle and canvas heavy bag, as well as a table tennis table made from a sheet of painted board resting on two sawhorses, the net and bats brought over from England by one of the Tans. The sport was a recent import to Ireland and was proving addictive to constables around the country. The distinctive tick-tocking of bat and celluloid ball was as common a sound in barracks as the flutter of playing cards being shuffled. O’Keefe heard the sound now and went towards it. He had been a messy, if relentless, handball player when he was younger and could see the appeal of a game that could be played indoors and behind barbed wire; a game that would erase the outside world for the time it took to play a match. Wipe the mind clean with the metronomic rhythm of the rallies.


    Young Keane was playing against a Tan called Heather-field. They were both about the same age and had formed a fast friendship in barracks. O’Keefe reckoned that this could be either a positive or a negative development, depending on who influenced whom, but it was the way of things in the police. You hung around with the fellas of similar age and rank. In the days before the shooting war started, you’d go to dances together, court women, drink in the pubs and go to race meetings and football matches. Now you played table tennis and watched each other’s back on patrol.


    He watched the two of them, in uniform breeches and cotton undervests, sweat beading on their foreheads as they leaned in, pushing, chopping the ball over the net. Keane noticed him first and caught the ball in his hand, ending the rally. In the sudden silence O’Keefe could hear a gramophone playing upstairs, but couldn’t make out the song.


    ‘Sergeant,’ Keane said, wiping his brow with a threadbare towel hanging from his belt. He took a crumpled bag of sweets from his pocket and held it out to O’Keefe. ‘Ju-jube, Sergeant?’


    O’Keefe was embarrassed that they had stopped because of him. He had hoped to watch them play and now he’d interrupted them. It hadn’t been long – eight months – since he’d been made acting sergeant and he was sometimes still surprised by the respect shown to the rank. It wasn’t real power, like that wielded by the officers of head constable rank and above. But it was the power to make a constable’s life in barracks a misery if he wanted to. Or make it a lark if he so chose, if such a state was possible in the times they were in. He wasn’t used to the deference shown to him, by the Irish cons at least, and sometimes he wondered whether or not he deserved it. Were the men under him happy? O’Keefe realised that he had no idea. He thought to ask Daly and then imagined the answer he’d get.


    ‘Sorry to break it up, Keane, Heatherfield. I was just watching. Carry on.’


    Keane seemed unsure whether or not to begin playing again. He swallowed one of the sweets. ‘Any developments on the case, Sergeant?’


    ‘No, none at all so far. We’ll get a jump on it once the girl’s identified. That’s the important thing now.’


    Keane nodded, his face serious. ‘Anything I can do to help, Sergeant? I’m on a late tomorrow, but I don’t mind working the morning for you.’


    O’Keefe smiled, thinking that young Keane might be a positive influence on the likes of Heatherfield after all. ‘That’s grand, Keane. I can pull you after drill if I need you.’ He made to leave them. ‘Good work today, Constable. Well done.’


    Before he turned away he thought he saw Keane blush. Outside the room he heard the ball tock back into play and the deep Geordie voice of Heatherfield. ‘Bloody boot-lick you are, lad.’


    Smiling a little, O’Keefe thought, Nothing I wouldn’t have said myself once. He heard Keane laugh and tell his friend to go and shite. Would have said that too. He mounted the stairs.


    As he reached the ground floor hallway, the music he’d heard from below grew louder. The song was a popular one with the war veterans among the Tans, a group that numbered four or five who stuck fairly close together in barracks. O’Keefe recalled that Heatherfield had also fought in the war, but that he kept away from the Tan mob that centred on Jack Finch and another Londoner, Derek Bennett. The song was ‘Stony Broke in No Man’s Land’. A sentimental number, the lads tended to play it more when they were on a spree. O’Keefe realised that while he’d been downstairs, the record had been repeated several times. DI Masterson must be out, he thought, and wondered again if Head Constable Murray would ever return from his leave. Murray wouldn’t tolerate the heavy drinking and singing that had sprung up in his absence. He only just put up with some social supping in barracks as an alternative to the lads being out smashing up pubs or giving the barracks password away to IRA spies and getting sniped at as they weaved home.


    ‘Sergeant?’


    O’Keefe turned to see that evening’s Barrack Orderly, William Dunn, approaching him from reception. Dunn was one of the older Irish constables. He had always billeted – even before the Troubles – with his mate, Constable Slainey, in the labourer’s cottage that adjoined the cowsheds. He was close to retirement and wanted an easy life. Did things by the book, not out of any great devotion to duty, but because twenty years of RIC life had taught him that there was less bother in barracks if everyone followed the rules.


    ‘Constable?’


    He came up close to O’Keefe, raising his voice, partly in annoyance and partly to be heard over the din. ‘Do you hear that rabble? How’s a man supposed to catch a wink of kip with those …’ Dunn searched for a word and found two, ‘bloody eejits in there, playing that poxridden gramophone record fifty times twenty. And the same song, over and over. It’s not right for a barracks, Sergeant, it’s not, and them as drunk as mice fallen in a keg of stout, the fuckers.’


    O’Keefe held up his hand to indicate that he should go easy. Dunn wasn’t much of a man for cursing, so O’Keefe knew he was at the end of his patience. And no doubt, being years senior to him, he felt that, despite the difference in rank, he could speak freely to O’Keefe and he would listen. Still, much as O’Keefe agreed with Dunn, there was only so much of calling a man’s fellow cons ‘fuckers’ one could take. ‘That’s grand, Dunn. Is Sergeant Daly not in?’


    Dunn made a face and threw out his hands in a gesture of futility that spoke volumes. O’Keefe’s own patience was starting to fray. Jim Daly had a reputation for idleness – one he promoted best himself – but he was a full-striped sergeant and a good copper. He’d earned his rank through years of fair, tough policing and a fine knowledge of law and procedure, garnering several commendations for bravery. O’Keefe gave Dunn a look back that told the man he would brook no disrespect for Sergeant Daly.


    ‘He’s up in his office, Sergeant.’


    O’Keefe ignored the sarcasm and headed for the stairs. It occurred to him to break up the party himself, but he wasn’t sure whether or not Daly might have sanctioned it for some reason. Two steps up, O’Keefe met the man himself coming down.


    ‘There’s Seán. Good to see you back in one piece. Bring us any eggs?’


    O’Keefe raised his voice over the volume of the gramophone, the song starting again. ‘No, I didn’t. Are you letting that shower off the leash for a reason or will I shut them down?’


    ‘Reason?’


    ‘Yes, Jim. Any particular reason?’


    Daly considered the question. ‘I’d rather they changed the song, but otherwise, sure, they need a knees up now and again. No harm at all, at all.’


    ‘They’re jarred, Jim.’


    ‘Better in here than out there. Out there, they might hurt someone.’


    ‘They might hurt someone in here. Have they locked away their arms?’


    Daly ignored the question. ‘They got another anonymous letter today. Said they weren’t welcome and should feck off home to England before they’re butchered in their beds and their heads sent home to mammy in a Heinz beans’ crate. And one of their Tan mates ate a bullet in Cork. Not sure if he did it himself or had help. Of course, the fella was up on murder and robbery charges, so I suppose his passing could be considered a good thing for all concerned. Still, you can hardly blame them for waking their chum.’


    ‘Mind while I get me handkerchief. Did they lock away their guns before they started drinking or not?’


    ‘Their what?’ Daly cupped a hand to his ear.


    ‘Their guns, Jim.’ O’Keefe’s tea had gone cold in its mug and he was tired. The Tans were roaring, more than singing, along with the song. ‘I can’t get the old job, can’t get the new / Can’t carry on as I used to do …’ They were nearing a crescendo. Daly appeared amused by it all. O’Keefe said again, ‘The guns?’


    The singers hit their stride and O’Keefe could hear the heavy, drunken dance steps of booted men. A chair fell over and Dunn once again appeared from reception in the hallway, glaring. O’Keefe waved him back into reception. The words to the song bellowed out.


    ‘I look all around me and daily I see / Thousands and thousands of men / A lot worse off than me …’


    Daly turned to O’Keefe and mouthed the words the Tans had added themselves ‘… and so I joined the FUCKING RIC!’ Then he said, ‘Their guns? I haven’t the faintest. You’d think they’d have put them away themselves. They’re not children.’ He smiled as he said it. ‘Come on then, you always knew how to spoil a good hooley, O’Keefe.’


    Daly and O’Keefe entered the ground floor day-room and were faced with four men standing, arms flung round one another’s shoulders. Cigarettes dangled from the lips of two men, long fingers of ash ready to drop down uniform tunics to blend in with the egg yolk and chop grease smeared there already. Two bottles of Dewar’s scotch whisky sat on a small card table surrounded by chairs, one of them upended. The Tans and many other war veterans never drank Irish whiskey if they could avoid it, thinking – correctly or not, O’Keefe didn’t know – that the Irish distilleries had sent the dregs of their product to the men in the trenches after the 1916 Rising while the Scots had sent their best spirits. It was the kind of trench story that became truth after a while.


    Daly leaned in to O’Keefe. ‘You know what Churchill said about the Tans? That they were the best of a fine lot of applicants, chosen “on account of their intelligence, their character and their records in the war”.’ Daly winked and then righted the fallen chair. The Tans appeared to become aware of Daly only now, his massive frame filling the door. Daly’s was that unique country strain of hugeness that was easily masked by his genial demeanour. O’Keefe himself was considered a big man, but was slight compared to Daly. The Tans, however, after marking O’Keefe and Daly’s presence in the room, dismissed them.


    One of the Tans, Taylor – a wiry Scot from Glasgow – untangled himself from the throw of arms and shoulders and, without acknowledging Daly or O’Keefe, began cranking the Victrola gramophone for another run at ‘Stony Broke’.


    Daly said, ‘Now lads, I think we’ve had enough of that one for tonight. Time please, gents, time please. Have you no beds to go to?’ He smiled as he spoke. O’Keefe scanned the room for weapons and saw two Sam Browne belts abandoned in the corner. They were behind the men and, he hoped, forgotten. But Finch was wearing his belt, Webley in its holster, the holster’s fastener and flap loose.


    Taylor continued to crank the Victrola. Finch looked at O’Keefe and smiled. ‘All right, Sergeants Daly and … you. You come to apologise for smacking me in the mouth?’ He reached out and grabbed one of the whisky bottles from the table. ‘It’s all right then, mate. ’Ave a fucking drink and let’s settle it right fucking now, eh? Eh, Sar’nt?’ He swigged from the bottle and then held it out.


    O’Keefe said, ‘Party’s over, lads. That’s it, cork it and stow it.’


    Taylor looked from Daly to O’Keefe, then manhandled the needle onto the record. Crackling static filled the room.


    Daly said, ‘Turn that fucking thing off. Now, Taylor.’ He didn’t say, ‘Or you’ll be written up or docked pay and reported for insubordination.’ He knew better than to waste his breath. The Tans didn’t care about such punishments and, even if they did when they were sober, they certainly didn’t now. The war had made them men for whom the minor details of normal life mattered little. The big things – staying alive, your mates, a bottle of whisky – were the only things that mattered. O’Keefe sometimes wondered how he had avoided the bitter nihilism and impulsive violence that afflicted many of the veterans when they drank. Perhaps because, drunk or sober, he didn’t care about anything at all. And then, strangely, he remembered Katherine Sheehan and thought how disappointed he would be if one of these idiots shot him and he never saw her again.


    Bennett, the other Cockney, spoke up. ‘There’s no need for that now, Sar’nt. We was only ’aving a laugh. One more time and we’ll knock it down a notch. Promise we will … Right, lads?’ His smile was slow and obvious.


    O’Keefe opened his mouth to speak when, over the scratch and pop of the record, Daly intervened. ‘I’ll give ye one more chance to turn that off and go to your beds. One.’ He looked at each of the men. The fourth Tan, a Scouser named Reid, appeared to have passed out, hanging from his mates’ shoulders, eyes closed.


    Finch took another long sup of whisky and held his rheumy gaze on O’Keefe. O’Keefe crossed his arms and felt the comforting heft of his own Webley in its shoulder holster. Still staring at O’Keefe, Finch raised his voice.


    ‘And I’ll give you two stuffed cunts one more chance to fuck off out of my sight.’ He turned to Daly and roared, ‘ONE!’


    Bennett laughed and Taylor began to sing. ‘I can’t get the old job, can’t get the new …’


    Daly took his Webley from its belt holster and put two bullets into the Victrola.


    The shots were stunningly loud in the confines of the room. Acrid powder smoke hung at eye level for a moment, then hooked a draught and began to clear. Reid fell from Finch and Bennett’s shoulders and banged his head off the card table on his way down. Bennett stood stock still and Taylor was cowering in a corner of the room, his hands over his ears.


    O’Keefe saw Finch go for his sidearm. Drunkenness made him slow. O’Keefe grabbed the second bottle from the table and whipped the remaining whisky into Finch’s face. The Tan’s hands went instinctively to his eyes and O’Keefe, skipping around the table, moving faster than he’d done in ages, grabbed Finch’s gun hand and brought it up and around his back in a wrist lock. Finch went down on his knees.


    ‘My eyes! You bastard, I’ll fucking gut you, you Irish bastard!’


    The hallway outside the day-room suddenly filled with half-dressed constables, some holding guns.


    Daly cuffed Finch’s hands behind him while O’Keefe took the Webley from the Tan’s holster and opened the cylinder, letting the six rounds drop to the floor. O’Keefe then told Bennett to lift up his mate while Daly took a handful of the cowering Taylor’s oiled hair and shoved him next to the others. Holding his revolver on Finch, Daly turned to Taylor and Bennett, ‘Ye two daft planks take your mate here down to the cells. Put him in three …’ He turned to O’Keefe. ‘Is there anyone in the cells at the moment?’


    ‘Not the last I heard.’


    Daly turned back to Taylor. ‘You. Bring me up the key to cell three after you’ve locked this fool in it and then you sit jailer. If you fall asleep down there, I’ll rip your head off and send it home to your mother in a Heinz beans’ crate. You …’ to Bennett now, ‘take Reid to bed and sit by him ’til he wakes. He might have a concussion and if he starts sicking up, he’s likely to choke on it. If he dies, you die, Bennett. Understood?’


    Bennett nodded, not meeting his eyes.


    ‘And you,’ Daly said, jerking his chin at Finch. ‘You sit on your arse ’til I decide if you’re to be court-martialled.’


    Finch’s reddened eyes flared like Verey lights. ‘On what fucking charges?’


    Daly placed the Webley’s barrel on Finch’s forehead. ‘On what fucking charges, Sergeant.’ He was smiling now, digging the barrel into the skin of Finch’s brow. ‘Well, Constable Finch, why don’t you think about that one yourself? If you can come up with a set of three charges that more accurately reflect the nature of our problems this evening than I can, I’ll let you off when you sober up. How’s that for a laugh, Finch?’


    Finch said nothing but held Daly’s eyes. The gun barrel against his forehead didn’t seem to scare him in the slightest. Daly lowered the gun and holstered it. He took out his pipe and began tamping tobacco into the bowl. Looking up at the Tans, he said, ‘You three dahs still here?’


    The Tans left the day-room and the men in the hallway drifted back to bed or to their cards or table tennis. O’Keefe made half an effort to clean up the fragments of gramophone and vinyl. Daly took up Finch’s bottle of whisky. Mira-culously, it had survived the mêlée. He poured drinks into two of the empty glasses on the table.


    ‘Now,’ he said. ‘Problem solved. Drink, Seán?’


    O’Keefe set the pieces of broken disc on top of the splintered wooden gramophone case and sat down. He took up the glass and raised it. ‘To a spanking new Victrola.’


    ***


    As he grew older, his mother stopped caring whether the boy was in the house or not when she entertained her friends. Sometimes he watched what they did together, his mother and her friends.


    Most days, he was forced to scavenge for food. Stealing apples from the orchards outside of town, vegetables from kitchen gardens, loaves of bread cooling in open windows. He had asked her only once for food and she had beaten him so badly, he’d never asked again. She still kept her chickens and used the money from the eggs she sold to buy her medicine. It came in bottles, and he was nine years old when he realised it wasn’t medicine at all. It seemed as if his father had been gone forever, fighting the boars. He’d asked his mother about it once and once more she’d beaten him, so he never asked again and his father had never come home.


    Sometimes he used to sleep in the hen house, but it wasn’t the same now that he knew. He could hear them inside and picture what they were doing. The rough grunting men, his mother’s high, piercing laughter, her imprecations and pitiable pleading for more. More drink. More pleasure. More than life had seen fit to give her. And in the half-dark of the silent hen house, moonlight shafting through cracks in the walls, he listened and gathered stray feathers caught in the straw. Cupped them in his hands and brought them to his face. Listening.
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